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ABSTRACT 

This work pmposes a Manist intepetation of the so-called information revolution. 

It argues that. con- to the widely-held belief that Marxism is obsolete in a world of 

computers, telecommWUcations. and genetic engineering, the advent and deployment of 

such high technologies can only be adequately understwd in tenns of the conflict between 

capital and labour Marx described. 

After reviewing the claims of contemporary theorists of the information revolution. 

we examine Marxist replies to such ideas, showing how these bave developed in a variety 

of directions. Our own position denves €rom the tradition of autonomist Mamism. which 

emphasizes the persistence and scope of contestation between labour and capital. We 

propose a historical account of high-technolog- innovation which Iocates it within a cycle 

of struggles. and then proceed mund the circuit of capital, aaalyzhg the conflicts rhat 

attend the inaoduction of information technologies in the spheres of production. 

consumption. social and ecologicd reproduction. and cyberspatial circulation. The scope of 

our study, so far Lunited to advanced capitalist societies. then expands as it goes on to 

examine how these conflicts play out in the context of globalization. 

We next examine debates between Manrist and postmodem theorists as arguments 

about the cultural conditions of high-technology capitaiism, and propose a concept of 

postmodern class stniggle. Our pendtirnate chapter suggests how computers and other 

information technologies might play a part in the constitution of a postcapitalist 

commonwealth. W e  conclude with a discussion of recent aaalysis that revives and 

reexamines Marx's category of "general inte1Iect." and apply this to a pnsideration of the 

role of universities and academics in hi@-technoIogy capiialism. 

Our underlyuig contention is that new information technologies-and in particular 

technologies of communication--mut be understood both as instruments of capitalist 

domination, and also, simultaneously, as potential rrsources of anti-capitaiist struggle. 





Chapter 1 

DmFERENCES 

The Dgerence Engine 

In William Gibson and Bruce Sterling's novel The, the year is 
1855, the place is England, and the information age has arrivai a century-and-a-bit ahead 
of schedule.' Charles Babbage's attempts to develop a mechanical cornputer, rather than 
petering out in an expensive faiIure, have ûiumphantly succeeded. The Industrial Radical 
Party, headed by Lord Byron, has forged an alliance between bourgeois commerce and 
scientific "savantry." Ruttilessly cepressing Luddite insurgency, it is now applying the 
phenornena1 powers of stem driven cybemetic Engines to a convulsive transformation of 
society-automathg factories, extending surveillance, and perfecting weapons in a global 
consolidation of imperid power. Across this digitalized Victorian landscape bizarre 
intrigues unwind, as nefarious "clackers," the adepts of the new mechanicd computing, 
govenimental security forces, and criminal subversives all pursue a secret accidentally 
discovered by Babbage's CO-inventor, Lady A& Byron, "Queen of Engines," while 
atternpting to meet her gambling debts-the senet of sekonscious artifïcial intelligence. 
Meanwhile, societai catasûophes pile up amund the conspirators: ecological &asters, 
Gulf-War style camage in the Crimea, mas unemployment and dispossession ail  converge 
on chaos--yet the alliance of science and capital seems irresistible, even as it drives towards 
unthinkable transformations in the fate of the hurnan species. 

What interests us in this steampunk fantasy-at once historiai novel and science 
fiction, yet so manifestly about neither past nor future, but rather a defamilianzed portrait of 
our own verge-of-the-21stcentury present-is one Little detail, tangentid to the main plot, a 
mere corner of the canvas. For in the world of nieDifference Kacl Marx is dive 
and weU. His employment by the New Y- (for whom the actual Marx 
worked during the 1850s as a foreign correspondent in the biggest 'information industry' 
of his &y) has c l d y  resulted in migration to the United States-a visit yielhg 
mornentous consequence. Far, in a North America wracked by regioad separatism and 
civil war, revolutionaries have seized the "means of infiamation and production" of the 

largest city of the New World? And the Manhattan Communards now provide a nucleus 
for an international f-nt of dissidence w hich, combining re+merged Lucidites, renegade 
clackers, anarcho-feminists, Blakean-situationkt artists and immiserated proletarians, boils 
beneath the surface of the bourgeois universe, waiting for the next calamity to burst into 
revolt. 



This Dissertation proposes a Manisrn for the Marx of nie. That 
is to say, it malyses how the information age, far from transcending the historic conflict 

between capital and its labowing subjects, constitutes the laiest battleground in thtir 
encounter ; how the new high technologies-computers, telecommunications, and genetic 
engineering-are shaped and deployed as instruments of an unprecedented, world wide 
order of general cornmodification; and how, paradoxically , arising out of this process 
appear forces which could produce a different future based on the common sharîng of 

wealth-a twenty-first century cornmunism. 

To establish some of the issues and coaflicts central to this study it may be usehl 
for a moment to look back in the p s t ,  to the 'actual' Babbage and M m .  In fact, the 

opposition between Babbage-capitalist-cornputer-savant-and Marx-insurzectionary 

revolutionary-which Gibson and Sterling propose is weii founded in the historical archive. 
Although Babbage's pioneer attempts to develop machine inteiligence coilapsed, partly 
because of the Limits of 19th century engineering, partiy because of his managerial conflicts 

with the craff-workers crucial to the production of the "engines," his influence was far in 
excess of that which we nonnally associate with a failed inventor. As Simw Schaffer has 
recently shown, Babbage was an eminent member of a coterie of radical utilitarïan thinkers. 
ùicluding such figures as the political economist Andre Ure, the philosopher Jeremy 
Bentham and his brother Samuel, and indusaialists such as Marc Brune1 and Henry 
Maudsley , ail dediatecl to the scientific orgaNzation of a nascent industrial capitalism? 

Indeed, Babbage himself wmte a book in this tradition of Ricatdian political 

the deskilling and fkagmentation of labour is now recopiaxi as anticipahg Frederick 
Taylor's system of "scientific management."' Babbage's search for mechanical meam to 
automate labour-both manual and mental-were the logical extension of the desire to reduce 

and eventually eliminate h m  production a human factor whose presence could only appear 
to the new indusaialists as a source of constant indiscipline, emr and menace. And thk in 
tum was only part of wider project of industrial planning which foresaw the society-wide 
mobilization of theontid knowledge in the s e ~ œ  of manufachne, overseen by a "new 
class of managerial analysts," such as Babbage himself,who would become "the supreme 
legislators of social w e l f . . "  and be rewarded with "newfiqied Me peerages and political 
power."' In such schemes, the mechanical maxhhtion of capitalist profit rriarifully 
coincided with the hîghest theologid aspitations, for Babbage believed, "machine 
intelligence was al l  that was needed to understand and mode1 the d e  of God, whether 



based on the miraculous works of the Supreme Intelligence or on his promise of an 
afterlife ."6 

Marx. Babbage's contemporary, read his work. And what he found in its pages 
was not evidence of the ineluctable march of progress. or an approach to divine wisdom. 
but a smtegy of class war. Writhg in London, within üving mernory of the Lucidite revolts 
that had seen hundreds haaged or transprted and vast sections of England subject to 
martial law . Marx analyzed the introduction of machinofacture as a means by which the 

bourgeoisie strove to subjugate a recaicitrant proletariat . He alludes to Babbage's writings 
in the great chapter of -"Machinery and Large Scale hdustry "-where he describes 
how the factory owners' relentless transfer of workers' slrills inio technological systems 
gives class conflict the fom of a "stmggle between worker and machine."' He cites. as 
evidence of the politicai economistts technological strategy, the work of Babbage's 
colleague. Ure, who in the conclusion to his 1835 
declared "when capital enlists science into her service, the refractory hand of labour will 
always be taught d~cility."~ "II would be possiblen Marx obsems, "to mite a whole 

history of the inventions made since 1830 for the sole purpose of providiag capital with 
weapons against working class revokng 

Later, in a section of volume three of- entitled "Economy Through 
Inventions," Marx again footnotes Babbage. Coaunenting on capital's ever increasing use 
of machines, he notes that "mechanid and chernical discoveries" are a c W y  the result of a 
social cooperative process which he c a b  "univenal labourn: 

Universal labour is aii scientific work, all discovery and invention. It is 
brought about partly by the cooperation of men now living, but partiy also 
by building on earlier ~ o r k . ' ~  

The fiuits of this collective project are, Marx argues, generally appropriatecl by the "most 
worthiess and wretched kind of moneycapitalists ." ' But the ultimate source of their profit 
is the "new developments of the universal labour of the human spirit and their social 
applications by combined ~abour."'~ 

Marx had aIready discussed this tension be-n the social nafure of 
technoscientific development and its private expropriation by capital-ih the final pages of 
the notebooks for Q&& the -. Huc, he again &es passing nference to 

Babbage as, in some of the most volcmically bdliant of all  Mads writing, he foretells the 
future technoIopical trajactozy of ~apitalisrn.'~ At a certain point. Marx predicts. capital's 
drive to dominate Living labour t h u g h  macbiaq will  mean that "the acation of d 
wealth cornes to depend less on labour time and on the amount of labour employed" than 
on "the general state of science and on the pmgress of technology." " The key f- in 



production will become the social knowledge necessary for technoscientific innovation- 
"general inte-." " 

Marx points in particuiar to two technologid systems wbose full deveIopment wül 
mark the era of "general intellectn-automatic rnachinexy,which, he predicts, will aü but 
eliminate workers h m  the factory floor, and the global networks of transport and 
consolidation binding together the world market. With these innovations, Marx says, 
capitaI wiil appear to attain an unassailable pinnacle of technoscientific power. However- 
and this is the whole point of Marx's analysis-inside this bourgeois dream lie the seeds of 
a bourgeois nightmare. For by setting in motion the powers of scientific knowledge and 
social cooperation capital undermines the the basis of its own de. Automation, by 
massively reducing the need for labour, will subvert the wage relations-the basic 
institution of capitalist society. And the profoundly social quaiities of the new 
technoscientific systems-so dependent for their invention and operation on forrns of 
collective, communicative, cooperation-will ovefflow the parameters of private property. 
The more technoscience is appiied to production, the Iess sustainable will become the 
attachent of incarne to labour and the containment of creativity within the commodity 
fom. h the era of general inteiiect "capital thus works towards its own dissoIution as the 
form dominating prod~ction."'~ 

Babbage and Marx were alike prophets of today's information society. But their 
prophecies are radicdy opposeci-one promising the technoscientific consolidation of 
market relations, the other the dissolution of that nile. Both spoke, as befits nineteenth 
century men of science, in tones of confident cextainty. After the cacastrophes and surprises 
of the twentieth century , such teleologid certainty shouid no longer be available to any 
one. In our opinion, both the predictions of Babbage and Marx are alive and weli today, 
present as vectors of stniggle, antagonistic potentialities meeting in a collision that we term 
'the contest for general intellect! 

But surely this must be a job? Marx and Marxism, we imagine tfie reader by now 
promting, are now so thomugbiy discreditcd, so fatally consigned to the dustbin of a 
history which has itself been dispatched to postmodernist on-sctecn trash-caz~s, that any 
attempt to re-invoke th& memory can only be speculative dFeaming or histcnical nostalgia. 
And indeed we recognize that today Marxism, assaileci h m  al1 quarters, is generaiiy 
deemed to have died the death of a thousand cuts. It thexefore seems important, at the vexy 
outset, to declare our ciifferences with some of the prevailing anti-Manrisms. 



In the eyes of rnany. the fate of Mantism bas been seaied by the collapse of state 

socidism-by the disintegration of the ex-USSR and its East Euopean bloc and the 
absorption of China into the world market. Unfoihg through a progression of scenes- 

intensiwng economic crisis, the people in the streets, confrontation with security forces. 

bloody repression or fight of dernoralUed leaders-which seemed in every respect to fulfïli 

the revolutionary anticipations of the left, ody with the diabolic twist that it all culminated 
not in the collapse of capital but in the fall of socialism, these events-have shanend the 

long-fi agging confidence of Marxist militants and inteuectuais everywhere. 
In the many jubilant postmorterns conducted by aeoliberal intellectuals over the 

corpse of Marxism a wide variety of reasons have been invoked for its demise: the inherent 

imperfectibility of humanity, the innate superionty of markets over state planning, the 

inevitable transformation of revolutionary aspiration into despotic tyranny , and so on. No t 

the least important of these is the aiIeged incapacity of Maaism to comprehend the 
'information revolution. As we will see later in diis dissertation, many analysts suggest 

that the evident failure of the Soviet regirne to deai successfuliy with new technoscientific 

conditions of production-computeriZation, telecommunicatioa, m a s  media-is traceable to 

inhksic flaws and anachronisms in the legacy of Marxian theory. This argument is, for 
exarnple, fundamental to that most pompous of neoiiberal self-congratulatio~~s-the "end of 
historyn announced by Francis Fukuyama, for whom the imite superiority of iiberai 
capitalisrn in developing the "mechaniSm" of modem technoscience detemines its d e  as 

the siimmum bonwn of human development.17 
In a scathing critique of Fukuyama, a somewhat surprising champion of Marx, 

Jacques Demda, has recentiy questioned this fashionable assumption that the end of state 

socialism has exorciseci the revolutionaiy "specter" which has haunted capital for so long.18 

Reviving the recognition-long standing in some quarters-bt Manrism is aot a monokithic 

body of thought but comprises a multiplicity of i n t e h e d  and in- radically 
contradictory strands, Demda challenges any ôelief that the Bolshevik tradition exhausts 
this Iegacy. He further argues ihat, rather than Manllsm king renderd obsolete by the 

information age, it is only in the light of certain 'informational' developments- 
globahtion, the preerninence of the media, tele-worl-that we cm set the full importance 
of certain themes within the texts of Manr-for example. their emphasis on the 
intemati0naIi;ration and automation of production. Mamism. Dcnida Wts, wiU manifest a 
continuing "spectrality," an u n c a ~ y  rehisal to stay dead and buried, th& is profoundly 



linked to the increasingly "spectral." immateriai, vimial nature of conternporary techno- 
capitahm. 

We agree with these points. Manrism is a diversity-so much so thai we could. in 

exemplary postmodern fashion, speak not so much of Marxism as of 'the Marxisms.' This 
heterogeneity goes nght back ?O the oeuvre of Marx himself. For M m  said and wrote 
different things at different times, not al1 of which are consistent. or-more importantly-ail 
of which can be arranged to fom different consistencies. In the historicd development of 
Manüsm these statements have been selected, permutateci, mutated and refracted into an 

array of very different. and sornetimes fiercely antagoaistic fonns. 
The Leninist strand was oniy one of these. Its historical preeminence over the last 

century has to be seen as resulting h a mutational process inherent in the relation of 
communist movements to the capitalism they struggie against . For in the war b e m n  
capital and anti-capital the combatants are each constantly transforming themselves in order 
to answer or preempt the strategies of their opponent, spiralliag in a %ad infinity' of 
reciprocd reshaping that can only be broken if one fiaally extinguishes the other. Inherent 
in this process is an evident problem. for both sides, of mirroring and introjection-of 
becorning that which is opposed. Seen in this light, Leninism should be understood as a 

Marxism highly adapte&-indeed. fatally over-adapted-to a particuiar moment of capitalist 
developrnent-namely that of Fordist capitalism. with its characteristic Taylorist division of 
labour. industriai mechanization and emphasis on 'mas  organization.' 

As Karl Heinz Roth has argued. the Leninist party in its division of party managers 
from proletarian masses uncannily emulated the Taylorist division of labour.L9 The Soviet 
state carried this mirroring yet m e r  in its concept of socialism as 'soviets plus 

electrification,' its embrace of scientinc management, the adoption of the stopwatch, the 
assernbly line, its gigantism of industrial factories and standardization of social ~ e . ~ '  

Uitimately, this led to a path of modernization and forced industrïaiïzation which under 
Stalin constituted nothing so much as a version-hideously enlarged to Russian, rather than 
Engiish, and 20th. rather than 18th century, scaie-of capitalism's era of socalied 

"primitive 

As several commentators have pointed out, this pnxxss was. by capitalist 
standards, a great success-pmducing the fcars, so cunent in the 1950s and now so long 
forgotten, that Russia and China would overtake the West in economic growth?' The other 

side of the coin.which we would rather emphasize, is that this introjection of capitalist 
n o m  of efficiency, labour discipline, indusaialism and accumulation was, in communist 
tem,  a catastrophic defeatt-entailing as it did the total suppression of any attempt at 

workers' seKorganization and bloody annihilation of every diffkxent fonn of Marxism 



which remembered this aspiration. State sociaIism in this vital respect came to constitute, 
perhaps a cornpetitor with, but not an aitemative to, capitalism. 

The eventual collapse of this regiiie (as opposed to its much earlier abnegation of 
revolutionary goals) was. as neoiiberais claim. intimately related to the new infoxmation 
technologies and pst-Fordist production techniques. For these reduced to global 
irrelevance the industrial. Fordist methods to which Bolshevism had so tightly bound itseif. 
In this respect. the arms race in fact resulted in a victory for tbe West, not in the anticipateci 
apocalyptic f o m  of a nuclear exchange, but ratber because military expditures provided a 

super-stimulus to the development of the hi@ technologies that forrned the basis for a 
whole new stage of capitalist restructuring. Blinded by a deeply embedded 'factoryism,' 
unable to adjust an authoritarian regime of labour discipline-eminently suitable for digging 
canais or nsnning assembly lines-to what was needed for making computer software. and 
vainly trying to impose central state cornmand on ever-proliferating intemational and 
domestic media channels-the Soviet state could not adapt to îhese new conditions, and 
disintegrated under the pressure of movements which, in their dissident use of samizdat 
and computer networks, madksted a quintessentiaiiy 'informational' subjectivity. 

The reader will find no apologies or laments for 'actually existing socialism' here, 
no debate as to whether Stalin, Trotsky. Lenin, or Engels should be blamed for its failures, 

nor even any attempt to absolutely exonerate M m  h m  all the stain of its catastrophe. The 
question is rather whether there is anything eLre in the Marxist legacy with which to 
confront our own informational commissars. For rather than identifying this disintegration 
of Bolshevism with the end of Manrisrn, it can be seen as opening a space within which 
other, repressed branches of the Marxist genealogy can emerge and blossom. 

What rnakes this probable is that post-Fordist, informational capital exhibits 
tendencies to catastrophe and conflict puhaps even wider and deeper than those of the 
Fordist, industrial predecessor which beckoned Bolshevism into being. The unleashing of 
computerization, telecommunications, and genetic engineering withïn a context of general 
cornmodification is bringing massive aises of technological unemployment, corporate 
monopolization of culture, privatization of knowledges vital for human weli-king and 
swival, and. ultimateIy, market driven transformations of hurnanity'i v a y  species-being. 
In response to these âevelopments are emaging new forms of resistance and counter- 
initiative. Anâ insofar as the force which these movements find themselves in collision with 

is capitalism-perhaps a pst-Fordst, postmodern, informaiional capitalism. but capitalisrn 
nonetheless, and not some pst-indusirial Society that has transcendeci comrn~cat ion -  
Marx's work can continue to provide participants in these stniggles a vital source of 
insights. As Frederic Jameson has said in a slightly dflerent context, "whatever its other 



vicissitudes, a postmodexn capitalism necessarily calls a postmodem Manrism over against 
it~eLf."'~ 

Indeed, we argue that in the last twenty-five years, over the very period of the post- 
Fordist, postmodern resrmcturing of capitaiism, the theoretid elements of such a 
metamorphasized Marxism have, slowly, painfdly, out of the experience of defeat and 
disintegrarion, been recomposing themseIves. Et is a Marxisrn that, with the incompatabIe 
historical advantage of leamhg h m  the faiIure of the Bolshevik experirnent, draws h m  

the multiplicity of Marx's writings textuai thmads different h m  those out of which the 

Leninist flag was woven; and it will transfonn what it takes in the light of the new 
'informational' conditions of exploitation and cevolt, But t .  Marxism will mark, 
nonetheless, a reappearance of the very spectre that capital has fied so fast into the future to 
avoid. 

Deaths of ManRsm II: The Post -M&t Critique 

Still, any such reconstruction of Marxism has to confkont another iine of criticisrn, 

corning not so much h m  the free-market neolibemis but h m  ihe SO-Ç8Ued new social 
movements--feminism, green movements, anti-racist groups, gay and lesbian rights 
activists, and others. ït is generaüy claimed thai since at least the 296ûs, these 'new' 
movements have displaced the 'old' working class stmggles-with which Marxism was so 
closely identified-as the major source of social k n t  in advanced capitalist societies. 

This phenornenon, too, is often relateci to the new informational conditions of 
automation, computerization and media-saturation. For many 'social movement theorists: 

h m  Alain Touraine through Alberto Melucci to Timothy Luke, the new f o m  of social 

upheavai are specifically iinked to the advent of a postuidustrial order, in which indusrrial 
. . .  

labour plays a diminishing de ,  and the emergence of unprecedented forms of technocratic 
power eiicits novel fonns of sûuggle beyond the ken of conventional class analysi~?~ Such 
'anti-technocratie' interpretations may not reflet the self-understanding of many feminist. 
anti-racist, environmental or peace activists. But what is certain is that h m  these 
movements, and k i r  academc intexpreters, bas corne a devastating indictment of 
Marxism's claims to be in forefront of social süuggle. 

In Marxism, these critics say , people are understood reductiveiy, solely in temis of 
class-identity-that is, their position within an economic system of production. But this 
view stnps them of gender, race, culture, or significant relation to naturc. This 
reductionism is reinforced by the torcJipng nature of Maaùst theory-its c l a h  to map and 
account for the entirety of social relations. Taken togethcr, this totalipng, reductive 



perspective generates a series of disastrous theoretical omissions and repressions: blindness 
to patriarchy and racism, denial of cultural diversity, scientific ûiumphaiïsm. From these 
theoretical flaws flow the often catastrophic record of actud Marxist regimes and parties in 
t e m  of sexism, ecological despoliation, and totalitarian repression. 

The result of ihis critique has been the increasing fashionability amongst the left of a 
"pst-Marxist" position of the sort most famousIy theorized by Eniesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe." This decisively rejecis the centraiity Marx ascnis to issues of capital and class, 
now dismissed as the result of a crude, mechanistic econornic determiniSm. In its place is 
proposeci a new lexicon of difference and discourse. Class relations are no longer 
'privileged,'but rather seen as only one amongst a diversity of semiotically constructed 
identities. The extraction of surpIus value is simply included within a range of dominations 
and oppressions (sexism, racisrn, homophobia, industrialism) none of which can be 
accorded any priority over the other. Progressive politics has to be rethought on a more 
plural and populist basis, as a series of variegated stniggles against numerous distinct 
relations of subordination, but al1 of which may be related in a pmject not of revolution but 
of "radical democracy ." 26 

Although our differences with theorists such as Laclau and Mouffe will rapidly 
become evident, it should be said ai once that we find many of the criticisms Ievelled by 
social movement activists against Marxism telling. In the pages of Marx hunself there are 
major blindspots to issues of gender, ethnicity and the destruction of nature. That these are 
characteristic of his age does not diminish the seriousness of their consequenceshdeed, in 
many respects such problems have been mamiified, rather than corrected, in the later 
development of the Marxist tradition. Why not then just Say 'goodbye to al1 that?' Or, at the 
very least, adopt the sort of pst-Mar& position in which analysis of class and 

exploiiation, rather than occupying a crucial position, are deployed eclectically alongside 
other approaches? 

To this the short answer is: because of capitalism. This is unfinished business of a 
serious magnitude. Indeed, it is in pst-Marxists' general unwillingness to face its scope 
and implication ihat we find their andysis astoundingly deficient. For they have seriously 
mistaken the target of char aüack. The major source of practical, bnitallycffective 
reductionism and totalkation at work on the planet today is not Mantism, but global capital: 
the world market, now enabled by cornputer networks, satellite broadcasts, just-in-time 
production and high- tech weaponry . 

This is a system based on ihe imposition of universal commodincation, including, 
centrally, the buying and selling of hwnan Me-tirne. Its tendency is to subordinate al1 
activity to the law of value-the socially imposed law of exchange. It relates a monological 



master-narrative in which only money talks. Such a systcm operates by pzocess of massive 

reduction-Mam calied it "abstractionn-whidi perceives and processes the world solely as 
an array of econornic factors. Under this classificatory grid-this 'classing' of the world- 
human subjects figure only as so much labour power and consumption capacity, and their 
natural sumundings as so much raw material. This reductionism-the nductioaisrn of 
capital-has today a totalizing grip on the planet u&e any other. Other dominations. too. 

are reductive-sexism reduces women to objects for men, racism negates the humanity of 
people of colour. But neither patriarçhy nor racism have succeeded in knitting the planet 
together into an integrated, coordinaîed system of interdependencies. This is what capital is 
doing today. as. with the aid of new technologies. it globally maps the availability of 
female labour, ethno-markets. migrancy flows, human gene pools, and entire animal. plant 
and insect species onto its coordinates of value. 

In doing so, it is subsuming every other form of oppression to its logic. Contrary to 
the pst-Marxist beiief that different kinds of domination politely arrange themselves in a 
non-hierarchical, pluralistic way the beüer not to offend anyone's political sensibilities, we 

believe that capitalism is a domination that d y  domiaates. This is not to say-as Marx and 
many Iater Marxhts sometimes suggest-that the comsive power of comniodification 
necessarily abolishes patriarchy or senism (although it cm sometimes work in that 

direction). ïndeed, we can now see much better than Marx how the capitalist intemational 
division of labour often incoprates, and largely depends on discrimination by gender or 

ethnicity to establish its hierarchies of control. 
Nevertheless, sexism and racism do not in-and-of themselves act as the main 

organizing principle for the world wide production and distribution of goods. Pairiarchal 
and racist logics an older than capital, mobilise fears and haireds beyond its utilitarian 
econornic understanding, and are vidently active today. But they are now compelled to 
manifest themselves within and mediateci through capital's larger. overarching smicture of 

domination: as market-&sm, commodity-sexism. Class-by which we understand 
capital's classification of its human r e s o 1 l l ~ e ~ 4 0 e s  tend to assert itself as definitive of 
social power. It is indeed 'privilegedl in all senses of the world-not because of any 
essentiai, ontological priority of economics over gender, ethnic, or ecilogical relations, but 

k a u s e  of society's subordination to a system that compels key issues of sexuality. race 
and nature to revolve around a hub of profit. 

Looked at in this way, the conventional division between 'old' class politics and 

'new' social movements stems to us profoundy mistaken. Capitai is a system inimicai not 
only to movements for h i g k  wages, more fiee tirne or bettet working conditions-classic 
labour objectives-but also to movements fot equality-in-differcnce, peaa and the 



preservation of naaire. This is not because it creates racism, sexism, militariSm or 
ecological despoliation, phenornena whose existence handsornely pndates its appearance, 
but rather because it treats them ody as opportunities for or impcdimnts to accumulation. 
Because capital's a pn'on' is profit (its own expanded npiication), its logic in regard to the 

emancipation of women, racial justice or the pfesecvation of the environment is purely 
instrumental. The prevention of male violence toward women, the saving of rain fores&, or 

the eradication of racism is a matter of bottom line calculus: tolerated or even benigniy 
supported when costless, enthusiasticdy promoted when profitable, but ruthlessly 
opposed as soon as they demand any substantial diversion of social surplus. Hence 

capitaiism is antithetical to any movements for whom these goals are affinned as 
fundamental, indispensable values. 

in this respect, the 1980s and early 1990s have been perversely üluminating . Any 

belief that the advent of the new social movements marked a transition fmm the 'old' 
stniggle over social surplus must crumble away in the face of neolibcralism's doctrinaire 
reaffirmation of the market. attack on the weIfare state. and unconstrained expansions of 
cornmodity exchange. Over this period virtuaUy every objective of social movements- 
wildemess preservation, equai pay for women. funding for daycaxe, battered women's 
shelters, or AIDS education-has had to be fought for, often lost, in the teeth of 
govenuneniai and corporate insistence on the primacy of austerity, restraint, cutbacks 
required by global cornpetition and an economic restmcauirig that serves no other purpose 
than the reestablishment of w a v e ~ g  profit rates. Insofar as there have been victories, 

cracks in the reductive logic of capital, it is usually only because movements have been 

prepared to challenge the overriding priorities of corporate growth in the name of other, 
differing visions of societal good. 

ln a bold metaphor, John McMurtry has recently r e f d  to this era as "the cancer 

stage of ~apitalism."~' Reviously restricted by the 'communist threat' and workers' 
movements, capital has now, he argues, entend into phase of uncoatrolled expansion 

marked by global mobility and the explosion of financiai speculation divorced h m  any 

productive function. This piocess is attiicking the social institutions wMch maintain public 

heaith and lifc in a way malogous to the metastasizing encroachments of amiorou cells on 
a human body. Capital, McMiutry says, is engaged in a systematic subversion of the 

"social immune ~ystern."~' Environmentai despoliaiion, unemployment , the Rdistxiiutioa 
of income h m  poor to rich and the disrnantling of public forms of life -provision are the 

symptorns of a malignancy which diverts more and more social nsources to fuel its own 
growth: 



Indicative of the classic patteni of cancer mutation and spread are the 
synergistic effects of money capital's cumulative destruction of tht planet's 
basic conditions of life (air, sunlight, water, soii, and biodiversity), its 
increasingiy aggressive invasions and assaults on social infrasmctures and 
self-protective systems of life sustename and circulation, its systemic 
intolerance of bearing the costs of maintaining social and environmental 
carrying and defense capacities, and its rapidly escalatiag, autonomous self- 
mdtiplication chat is no longer subordinated to any requirement of life- 
organization .'9 

McMurtry rernarks that the essential problem of such a cancerous fonn of growth is that 
"the host body's immune system does not effectiveIy recognize or respond to the cancer's 
challenge and adva~ce."~* In the case of capitalism, this occurs because the surveillance and 

communication systems of host-social bodies across the world-ie. their mass 
communication and education systems-are themselves subordhate to transnational capital. 
and largely reject and refuse to disseminate messages that idente the source of the disease. 

The academic fashionability of pst-Marxism is an aspect of this failure of 
recognition and response. In its refusal to acknowledge the fuil depth of capitalism's 
subsumption of the planet, and in its dismissal of the very political and intellectual tradition 
which bas consistently applied itself to this issue, it is part of a problem of globally Me- 
threatening dimensions. But a reinvented M d s m ,  one that learns h m  the new social 
movements withwt forgoing its focus on the contradictions specifîc to capitalism, could be 
part of the solution. 

What Cornes Next 

The rernainder of this work proceeds as follows. The second chapter reviews the 
work of the hein of Babbage-today's information revolutionaries. Looking at a h e  of 
thought that nins h m  Daniel Bell to NichoIas Negroponte, it shows how these thinkers 
conceive of informatics as a hi@-technological 'fix' for the conflicts and crises of 
capitalism-and how their rtteones have developed in an antagonistic dialogue with the 
spectre of Manùsm. 

in the rfürd chapter, we tum to the Manrist reply to such theories. Starting with an 

examination of the various tensions and coniradictions around the technology issue within 
the work of Marx himself, we examine how these bave been developed in very different 
directions by various Marxian schools and tendencies-'scientific socialists,' 'neo- 
Luddites,' and 'pst-Fordisis'--and suggest why none of these represent an adequate 
answer to the chailenge of the information revolutio~es. 

Chapter four introduces a perspective which we find particularly interesting, that of 
'autonomist Marxism.' Using the autonomist concept of 'cycles of stmggle,' it gives an 



historical analysis that locates the origins of the information Society in the conflict between 
labour and capital, and discusses current debates about anti-capitaiist agency in a 
cornputerized, telecommunicational world. 

Chapter five adopts a more synchronie approach: it proœeds around the 'circuit of 
capital,' examining the conflicts that attend the infomiacionaiization of production, 
consumption, social and ecological reproduction, finishùtg with a look at the cyberspatial 
d m  which increasingly provides a medium both for capitalist control and for the 
'circulation of struggles .' 

Chapter six expands the temtoriai scope of the study, so fa .  focussed principally on 
conflicts within the so-cailed advaneed or developed world and takes up the intemational 
dimensions of resistance to high te~hnology capital: it examines 'globalization' and argues 
that this process, in which new communication technologies obviously play a central d e ,  
can only be understood in terms of two conflicîing vectors: the expansion of the world- 
market and countervailing, oppositionai movemmts increasingly hiceci in what we mm 
"the other globaiiition." 

In chapter seven, we shift register somewhat, h m  the technological to the culturai, 
looking at the issue of 'the postrnodern! Building on the analysis of others who suggest 
that postmodernist thought can be seen as response to world radidy nsmctured by high- 
technology capital, we suggest that a new critical analysis of the "postmodern proIetariatU 
opens horizons beyond the traditional theoreticai polemics between postmodernists and 
Marxists. 

Chapter eight raises the issue of how coquters and other information technologies 
rnight play a part in the consti~tion of a post-capitalist society. We make some self- 
avowedly utopian proposais about the possible f o m  of an information-age commonwealth. 

FinaIiy, in chapter nine, we retum to Marx's category of "general intellect." We 
examine more closely his original enunciation of the concept, and look at some recent 
revivals and reworkings of it, After offerkg two bnef illusrrative case studies of what we 
have calied the wntest for general intellect, we conclu& with some observations about the 

implications of tùis analysis for contemporary academic practice. 
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Introduction: Two Revolutions 

On the eve of the twenty-ht century tfie oniy revolution spoken of in the societies 

of advanced capitdisrn is the information revolution. Few other ideas have proven so 

compelling for people experiencing incessant and accelerating technological change in their 

daily Lives. Indeed, dong with a number of synonyrnous or associateci terms- 

'postindusuialism,' 'super-indusiriaiism,' 'the technetronic society,' 'the wired society,' 

'the control revolution,' 'high technoIogy society,' 'the second industrial divide,' 'post- 

Fordism,' 'the globalization of technologyl-the phrase 'information revolution' has corne 

to profoundly define contemporary anxieties and hopes about the hiture. For, accordhg to 

the theorists of this revolution, the technoscientific knowledge crystalized in cornputers, 

telecommunications, and biotechuologies is now unleashing an ongoing and irresistible 

transformation of civiiization, dramatic in its consequences, unavoidably traumatic in the 

short term, but opening onto horizons nothing short of utopian. 

The development and content of tbe doctrine of i n f o d o n  revolution have already 
been given extensive critical analysi~.~ But we want here to relate it to a different body of 

revolutionary theory-one whose star has failen, even as that of the information revolution 

has risen: Marxism. Marxists have s h a d  information revolutiomries' belief in the 

profound social consequences of techoscientific change. But they have differed h m  them 
in relating the dominative and Li'beratory potentiaI of machines to the stniggle between 

labour and capital, and to another kind of revolution-communist revolution. No 

propositions could today a p p r  more fataily mhaic. In the age of cyberspace, Lenin lies in 

mins. And many would say that the inverse trajectories of Manrism and the information 

revolution-one ascending as the &r declines-are causally connccted. Manrism. 

information revolutionaties claim, was unfit for the information age, doomed by allegiance 

to a labour iheory of value in an era of intelligent m a c W ,  by a b a s e / ~ p ~ ~ t r u ~ t l l t e  mode1 

of society blind to the signilicance of symbolic data; by a despotic sratism that ûied in vain 

to repress irresistibly prolifcrating chmels of communications; and by a concept of 

revolution made obsolete by technological progress. 

But if information revolutionaries have polemicizmi against Manrism, they have 

also themselves claimed rnany characteristically Manrist themes-notions of 'progress,' of 

'rnaterialism,' of 'iiberation' and, of course, of 'revolution' itsclf. This comrnon 

vocabulary in part goes back to the Enlightenment heritage tbat the insunectionary Mant 



shared with t e c h n d c  utopians such as Babbage and Saint Simon, men whose schemes 

for a perfected industrialism overseen by scientific experts are the fo remers  of 
information society theory? But it aIso has a more ment basis. Some of today's most 

prominent idormation revoIutionaries are themselves one-time Mamkts, apostates who 

have drawn heaviiy on their former beliefs even while developing a new creed. In this 
chapter we will examine the information revolutionaries' hostile annexation of Manusm. 
showing how they tuni Marx against Marx in pursuit of a technologicaily altered worId 

where communism is neither possible nor necessary. 

From the End of ldeology tu Postindusnalism 

Although it is only recentiy that the the idea of 'information revolution' has becorne 

widely current. it is the immediate descendant of a concept of the late 1960s-post-industrial 

society. But to understand the relation of both these theories to Manrism it is necessary to 

look yet fuaher back and glirnpse behind the shoulder of postindusaialism the shape of a 

yet eariier concept-that of the "end of ide~logy."~ 

In the late 1950s and early 196ûs a number of inteliectuals, surveying the 

apparently c a h  and prosperous conditions of North Amencan and Euopean 'industriai' 
societies, suggested that these had reached a plateau of more or less permanent 

srabiition. Postwar affluence, the institutionalization of collective bargaining, and the 

welfare state had banished the class conflicts of an earlier era h m  the scene. Such societies 

presented the successful socioeconomk model, toward which other experiments, including 

those in the 'underdeveloped' and 'socialist' world, would gradually converge. This was 

the condition of the "end of ideo1ogy"-which meant, in general, an end of alternatives to 

liberai capitalism, and, more specincaliy and pointedly, an end to Marxism as a 

revolutionary force. Amongst the most eloquent spokesmen for this thesis was one Daniel 

Bell, a rising young inteilectual rapidly departing early Trotskyite flirtations on a rightward 
trajectory which wodd eventualiy deliver him as a founding figure of American 
neoconservatism.' 

Few social tneories have, however, had the misfortune to be aS swiftly discredited 
as the "end of ideologyn thesis. Within a matter of years the appearance of peaccful, 
passionless capitaiist stability was spectacularly contradicteci by the the upsurge of domestic 

and international dissent in ttie late 1960s and eariy 1970s. Industrial society-the 
unsurpassable pinnacle of modemity, pmsperity and technologicai advance-went into 
paroxysm, its military machine stalled in the jungles of Vietnam; its d a n  ghettoes burning 
through successive summers; its huge automobile factories paralyzed ùy labour cunflict; its 



University campuses in rebellion; its culture subverted by the musîc, dmgs and politics of 
youth revolt; its domestic arrangements and relation to aanire shaken by aascent feminist 
and ecotogical movements. 

It is as a reaction to these events that we can understand Bell's "second coming" as 
a prophet of postindustria~ism? Faced with the the unexpected convulsions of 'industriai 
society ,' mmy intellectuals sought explanations in the possibility that these tumults rnarked 
nothing less than the growing pains associated with the emergence of a radicaiiy new social 
orderSuch notions were variously inflected, embracing both right and Iefi variants. But the 
most influentid version, the one h m  which a direct line to today's concept of the 
information revolution can be traced, mse amongst the think-tanks and sponsored research 
projects offering futurological guidance for US state policy and corporate strategy. 

From this context emerged ideas such as that of the "technological Societyn fostered 
in Harvard's DM-sponsored Rogram on Science and Technology (1971), the "knowledge 
society " pdicted by management guru Peter Dmcker (1968)- the "technetronic en" 
described by soon-to-be US National Security advisor Zbigniew Bnezinski (1970), the 
"year 2000" scenarios elaborated by Hennan Kahn and Anthony out of the RAND 
Corporation and the Hudson Institute (1967). and, most famously, the work of Bell. 
whose m e  Cominp of P v ,  published in 1973 but expressing ideas 
which its author had been developing since at least 1968, was to prove definitive of the 

entire genre." 

Taking the US as the exernplar of future global developments. Bell argued that out 
of the crises of his day was appearing a new type of "postindustnal" society, to be fully 
visible 'in the next thiay to fifty years."' The principal motor of îhis postindustrial 
transition was the increasingiy systematized relationship between scientific discovery and 
technologicai application, which was making theoreticai knowledge society 's central wealth 
producing resource. Amund this central axis of change were grouped a set of loosely 
associated transformations: a shift h m  a goods producing to a seNice economy; a move in 
occupational distniution away h m  manual labour to the preeminence of professional and 
technical work; incfc8sing capacities of assessment and fofecasting; and a new "intektuai 
technologyu of games-theory and systems-analysis, materiaüy embeddd in cornputer 
s ystems! 

The resutt wouId be a a society "organized around knowledge for the purpose of 
social conml and the dUecting of innovation and change."9 The most importani agents in 
this postindusûial society would be scientists. engineers and adrninistrators, a new 
"knowledge classn lodged primarïly within govertlLtltnt and academia, bearcrs of the 
rationalid skiils and virtues required by incrtasing organizational and technologid 



cornple~ity.'~ Beii argued that the endeavours of this new class could mate an epoch of 
rationalued integration and prosperity-which, while not without its own problems, would 

finaiIy escape h m  the material want, economic crisis and class conflict of the industriai 
era. 

As he advanced this new position, Beli had fimily in muid the adverSanal presence 
of Marx. For although the upheavak of the late 60s challenged socialist parties and 
governments as  weU as capitalist ones, tbey were undeniably shot through with the spirit of 
the very revolutionaiy tradition that the "end of ideology" thesis had proaounced defiinct 
Manc was present in the wide support for Vie- and Cuban guernllas, in the theones 

of the New Left, and in the slogans of workers and students in Paris, Turin and Deaoit. 
e Co- of Post-- in fact opens with the image of M m  in the British 

Museum hearing "in every faht sound of riot or each creaLing downturn of the business 

cycle the rumbhgs of revolution and the abrupt û-ansformatoa of society." Saluthg 

Marx's work, Bell situates his own efforts in the same tradition of "social forecasting"-and 
then launches into a sustained attack on Manrist claims that capitalist societies must 
violently succumb to their intemal contradicti~ns.'~ 

This rebuttal proceeds not by a simple rejection of Marx, but by an ingenious 
recuperation.' ' Bell proposes that there are actualiy two contradictory "schemasn in Marx's 
analysis of capitalism. The fmt, bat-known, is the "revolutionaryn prediction of 
sharpening class contradictions, market anarchy and deepening crisis containeci in volume 

one of u. The second, Beil claims, is suggested in the later volumes, and envisages a 
quite different "rationaliMgm tendency, glimpsed by Marx but beaer understood by 

theorists such as Max Weber, a tendency apparent in the separation of pfessional 
management h capitalist ownership, the rise of a 'micicile' class, the bureauctatization of 
enterprise, and the spread of stockholding.This latter trend, Bell says, blurs and softens 
class conflict. The history of the twentieth century is the s t q  of the anceNation of the 

former revolutionary prediction by the latter rationalipng one-culminating in the advent of 
post-industrial society . 

Knowledge, says Bell in one of his most widely npeated formulations, will replace 

both labour and capital as the main f- of production. Between the &position of 
capitalist and worker emerges a new class-"a pofcssional class, based on knowledge 

rather property ." l4 The rise of this new class foilows a quasi-Marxian logic that relates the 

emergence of new historical subjects to new forces of pduction, but effkctively negates 
its revolutionary force.' ' Capital will be transfod by tecbnicai and administrative 
experts, abandonhg fixation with profit, becoming more socidy responsible, giving 
"moral issues" equal priority with balance sheets16 Labour too wîli be transfigured. 



Technologid development wiil raise living standards, automate manuai toil and thereby 
fiquidate Marx's subject of history-the immiserated industrial proletatiat. "If therit is an 
emsion of the working class in pst-industrial society," Beil asks, posing the question ail 
information society theorists wiil subsequently hur1 at Marxism, "how can Marx's vision of 
social change be maintained?"" 

Ultirnately , in an ambivalence which persists throughout information society 
theory , Be11 equivocates as to whether this regime of scientific expertise peacefulIy 
rranscends capiialism or simply ekvares it to a new level of stability and ~rganization.'~ He 

toys with the idea that the "knowledge classn will become a new ruling class, only to 
regretfully remat fiom this suggestion. But in any case its appearance is suffiCient to 
nulMy Marx's prediction of war between capital and labour, smoothing the sharp edges of 
bipolar class antagonisrn so as to make the idea of communist revolution a quaint 
anachronism. 

The postindustrial prophecy thus projects into an immuient future the very 
conditions of stabilization which the "end of ideology " thesis had mistakenly declared 
already achieved. As Knshan Kwnar has pointed out, Beil and his colleagues, faced by the 

revelation that contemporary society was not in fact fiiiiy pacified, responded by proposing 
an extra stage to the march of pro gr es^.'^ With the suitable application of exp& and 
technology, the Lingering problems would be cleared up once and for aii around the year 
2000. 

Often, Beli speaks of this outcome with oracular certainty. Yet this tone is at odâs 
with another more urgent and combative element in his writings-condemnation, pdemic, 
warning. Rationai progress-embodied in the technocratic state and its knowledge eh-is  
under siege by the irrational protest by the New Left, student revolt, afhrmative action 
groups, and an "adversary culture."" Only if the pilotage of society is entnisted to the 
cadres of technical experts, scientists, engineers and administrators will chaos be avoided. 
and the dawning era safely ushered in. No mere extrapolation from predetermined trends, 
but a determined assertion of what those trends will be, postindustrial futurology foresees 
the future it intends to make. 

From PostindustMlism tu the Infurma~on Society 

In the late 196ûs and early 70s such postiadusiriai theory enjoycd wide popularity 
amongst academics, govenimcnt experts and corporate managers. Nowhcre was it more 

avidly received than in Japan. niere. translakd texts by North Arnerican futurists wen 

reworked by authors such as Tadeo Umesao, Kenichi Kohyama, Yujiro Hayashi, and 



Yoneji Masuda to produce the concepts of johoka shakai or j o b  shakai -'informational 
society' or 'information so~iety.'~' According to Tessa Morris-Suzuki's shidy of Japanese 
information society theory, j o b  shakai gave particular emphasis to cornputers' potential for 
changing industriai production me&& by introducing unprecedented levels of automation 
and of integration between office, factory and consumer?' At the same tirne, the content of 
production was envisageci as  becoming more 'information intensive: in the sense that 
innovation, planning, design and marketing would represent an integral and increasing 
share in the value of goods and services. 

in the work of futunsts such as Masuda these iransforrnatiom were linked to an 
idedistic vision of an emergent soçiety in which increased availability of information and 

free tirne resulted in declining materialism. improved self-actualization, voluntary Eivic 
participation, enhanced global and ecologicai consciousness, and, ultimately a revival of 
spintuality-in short "computopia."" But this concept of exteasive computerization also 
entered the domain of public policy, sponsored by the powerful Ministry of International 
Trade and Industry, as a hardheaded development strategy airned at overcoming shoctages 
in labour and natural resources, securing international markets and remedying the 
widespread social disaffection of the 1960s. The creation of an "information society" 

became a centerpiece of Japanese economic planning. 
in North America and Europe, interest in these ideas was accelerated by economic 

recession, whose first tremors bad appeared in the late 60s. Bell and his coiieagues had 
assumed an unintempted continuation of post-war rates of economic growth. But by the 
mid-1970s this prediction was abmptly confounded as social disorder was met by 
austerity, recession and economic crisis. However, as the West's teaders searcheci for 
solutions to social econtimic malaise, their eyes turned to the 'Japanese miraclef-only to 

discover j o h  shakai as a strategy for computerization, robotization, workplace 
reorganization and systematic 'softening' of the economy. Under this guise, 
postindustrialism earned a new lease of life. In 1978, a conference of Japanese and US 
communications scholars resulted in the publication of the first No& Amencan book to use 
the tenn 'information society' in its titIez4 

At the same tirne, relateci ideas were independently gainhg c m n c y  on both sides 
of the Atlantic. In 1977, the US Government's Office of Telecommunication published 
Marc Porat's influentid study of tfie "information ecoaomyn wbch mggesteci thai an 
increasing portion of GNP depended on "information activity" and a growing proportion of 
jobs on "information work."" in Europe, a broadly similar effcct was produced by the . . publication in 1978 of a French governrnental report on cornputerization, 
die la S e ,  by Simon Nom and Alain  min^?^ This argued that the convergence of 



cornputers and te1ecommunid011~-which they tenned "telemah'cs"-would alter "the entire 
nervous sy stem of social o r g ~ t i ~ u . " ~ ~  In the light of this transformation, national weU- 

king &pendeci on the fosteriag of domesticaily based high-technology industneswd the 

computerization of the operations of govemment. 
Thus by the late 1970s. the 'information revolution' was emerging as a central 

category in governent and corporate planning. in 1979 Bell recast his original 
postindustrial thesis in the new, fashionable terms, emphasinng the importance of 
cornputer and telecommunication networks and speaking of an "information explosion" 

. . . a set of reciprocal relations behueen the expansion of science, the 
hitching of that science to a new technology, and the p w i n g  demand for 
news, enteaainments and instrumental knowledge, al l  in the con- of 
rapidly increashg population, more literate and more educated, living in a 
vastly enlarge- world that is now tied together, almost in real time. by 
cable, telephone and international satellite, whose inhabitants are made 
aware of each other by the vivïd pictonal imagery of television. and that has 
at its disposal large data baaks of computerized information?* 

This statement was sîmuitaneous with and succeeded by a spate of similar acadernic 

studies; by best semg popularizations such as Alvin Tofflez's and John 
Naisbett's- ; by a buxgmning business literature devoted to managing in the 

information age; and by journalistic coverage of the typt which made the microcornputer 

m s  "Person of the Year" for 19820 AU of this tnmslated theories of the information 
revolution into a popdar idiom of the 1980s. 

These theories revamped the pt-indusaial vision of epochal transition, giving it 
glossier sheen, leaner âesign, and enhancd computing power. Post-industrialism had 
primarily defined the new era in terms of its depaaun: h m  the crises of industrialism. 

information Society theory gives this shift a more substantial content: industry is succeeded 
by information. The borderline between ems is that dividing mechanical from digital 

machines, steel mills fimm silicon chips. railroads h m  communication wtwodrs. 

Postindustrialist techaocracy, moreover, had wom the mark of an attachent to 

governrnental bureaucracy. Information revolution. more attuned to the climate of 
Thatcherism and Reaganism, dispenses with this. Technocfacy is replaced by hi&-tech. 
organization men by intelligent machines, experts by expert systems, intelligentsia by 
artificial intelligences, mainfiames by microcornputers. pyramidal hierarchies by distriiuted 

systems, central office by cybempacef0 
In oiis fom, the idea of an Somation revolutioa-a revolution simultancously 

inevitable and desirrable-became a d a 1  iatellectuai and zhetmical component in a pmject 
of high-technology restrucniring pursued co~aboratively by state and coprate sectors 



throughout the advanced capitalist world?' For corporations, the image of an approaching 
information age provided a slogan to accompany the robotizing of factories, automathg of 
offices. selling of cable television, and marketing of microcornputers, new media and on- 
line services. For government, the approach of the information society was invoked to 
jusufy public subsidization of corporate high-technology research, the forging of academic- 
business partnerships, the deregdation of phone companies. and the privatization of 
telecornmunications and other information utilities in the public domain. 

Those who propounded its doctrine-politicai leaders, corporate executives, state 
bureaucrats, research scientists, academic theorists. journalistic popularizers-did not 
merely describe the future. They prescribed it. Although the arrivai of the new epoch was 

declared inevitable, defmite steps were demandeci to adjust to its realities, huxry its benefits, 
preempt its problerns. and secure positional advantage within it. These included massive 
investrnent in new machines. vast restructurings of work and unemployment, the 

stimulation of new markets, the inculcation of unfamiliar leisure habits and cultural forms, 
the reorganization of research, education and training, the h-eatment of technophobia and 
the crushing of 'Luddism.' The proffered choice was adaptation or obsolescence. And 

insofar as such exhortation did indeed result in a deepenhg social cornmiment to, and 

dependence on, information technologies, it secured for itself the virtuous circularîcy of 
self-fuifilhg prophecy-generating the reaiïty it pr~dicted?~ 

Theories of the information revolution are not all the same. At each stage in the 

unfolding of the doctrine advocates of the most recent version urge the novelty of their 
position and distance it h m  the preceding one. There are also substantial ciifferences 
within each generation of the argument, as well as significant variations of tone between its 
various academic, popular and official regi~ters?~ Nonetheless, the principle claims of the 
information revolutionaries can be summarized in seven points of 'revolutionary 
doctrine!" 

1. The world is in the midst ofa transition to a new stage of &ilization, a mamition 

comparabk to the eculier shifîfiom agrarian to uidustrial society. in tbis transition 
cornputers and telecommunicatio~~~ play a role equivalent to the steam engine and railmad in 
the 19th century. Underlying this idea is a powerful technologicai determinism. Masuda 
writes: 

When epch-making technological innovation occurs, changes take place in 
the existing society and a new Society emergcs. The stearn en* 
precipitated the industrial revolution, bringing about ihe changes uiat lead to 



a new economic and poiitical system . . . The information epoch resulting 
h m  computer£~mmunication technology will bring about a societai 
transformation just as p t  or even greater than the industrial revo~ution?~ 

Other accounts acknowledge that the effects of technology on society are not immediate. 
nor the interaction entirely unidirectional. But the overail tenor of the argument is usuaUy 
that machines are the real maicers of sociai change. The tramformative effects of 
information technologies are usually conceiveci of as becorning visible in the 1960s, 
although originating earlier, starting in 'developed' economies-Japan, the US, and other 
OECD countries-and proadhg  at an accelerating rate and with expanding scope as we 
approach the millennium, movirig on a trajectory that is basically benign, eventually 
universal, and certainly unavoidable-the latest phase in the 'march of progress.' 

2. The crucial resource of the new sociery is rechnoscien@c kmwledge. While 
technological innovation is understood to have always been the criticai factor in societal 
transformation, the disfinguishing mark of the current epoch is generaliy held to be the 

direct hamessing of scientific research to this process. Wbereas previousiy scientific 
discovery and technoIogicaI application proceeded with relative independence and only 
sporadic intersection, now the pure knowledge of science can no longer k sharply 
distinguished h m  its practical reaiization in technology. Science and tecûnology are so 
institutionally integrated as to fuse in a single operation, which Beli designated by the 
phrase "research and deveIopment " and is more recently signifieci as "techno~cience."~~ 
The result is what Dnicker caiis a "knowledge society," or what Alvin and Heidi Toffler 
term a "powershiftn whereby "both force and weaith themselves have corne to depend on 
knowledge."" 

3. The pniiciple mangestation and prime mover of the new era i .  the invention and 

d l m i o n  of information rechmlogies -that is, technologies which transfer, process, store 
and disseminate digitaiized data: cornputers, telecommunications, and, by some accounts, 
biotechnology. Information revolutionaries point to the extraordinarily swift and broad 
development each of these fields of informatics has undergone since 194S-computers 
passing through successive 'generations', each of smaller size, larger capacity and higher 
speed; telecornmunications moving h m  aoaiogue to digital signals, and adopting new 
swi tching and transmission methods w hic h drarnaticaüy impve performance, reliability , 
and costs; biotechnology advancing from the initial discoveries of DNA and RNA to 
everyday in-vitro fertiiization and transgenic @es crcaîion. Information revolutionaries 
anticipate that this pace of innovation will not only continue, but acctlerate at an exponential 
rate. 

Moreover, they point out, the d power of information tecbn010gies lies not so 

much in their independent capacities, but rather in the fact that their cornmon digital 



language permit the convergence of îheir discrete capabilities into inaie8Sitlgiy powerful, 
combined, synergistic techuological systems. Thus the fuii potentiai of communications 

and computer technologies only emerges at their confluence into a single streaui of 

'compunications,' 'telernatics,' 'computer mediated communication: or 'intelligent 
networks,' enabling the creation of on-line data bank, email services and global computer 

comectivity. There are signs of similar fusions between biotechnology and 

microelectr~nics.~~ This process of convergence is seen as eventuaüy culminating in the 

creation of a generalized digitaI medium within whose networks an enormous range of 

transactions and operations-hm manufacauing h u g h  messaging to medicine-will be 

conducted. Information technologies are thus pœived as a techno10gid change which 

does not just alter individual products but pervade the fundamental processes of an entire 
culture?9 

4. The generation of wealth increasingly &pends on an 'irrformation economy' Ùt 

which the exchange and marupulation of symbolic &ta matches, exceedr or subsumes the 

importance of materialprocessing. Since Porat's study of the "information economyn the 

idea that information technologies are provoking a qualitative change in the nature of 

employment and the sources of wealîh bas been variously interpreted but widely 

accepted. The prevaiiing view now declares îhat information is a centra1 "economic 

resource" of the 21st centuryPL Jorge Schement has aptly characterized this creed as 
"informational ~naterialism."'~ Its main tenets are SU- in the Tofflers' account of 

the contemporary "super-symbolic economyn-a "new system of accelerated wealth 

creationn increasingly dependent on "the exchange of data, information and knowledge," 

where land, labour, financing and raw materials becorne Iess important than the symbolic 

knowledge which cm inçreasingly discover substitutes for tbem; where technological and 

organizational innovation are at a premium; where faster decision-making and better internai 

cornmunicaaon are a central commercial objective; where m a s  production is replaced with 
flexible production systems synchmnized to detailed custmwr feedback about market 
conditions and prcferenocs; where electronic tnmsfers replace metal or paper money as the 

major medium of exchange; wherc goods and services are modularized and configured into 
systems quiring a constant multiplication aod revision of standards; where new abstract 
and inteliectual skills demanding high levcls of ducation and training becorne the crucial 
attributes of the labour force; where computerized monitoring govems the profitable 

recycling of wastes; and whue global news and data flows are an essential strategic a~set.'~ 

Although other information revolutionaries might dispute the dttails of this portrait, it 

embodies most of the conventional wisdom about the economic importance of technobgicai 

know ledge . 



5. These techno-ecommic changes are tzcompruiied by far-reaching and 

fiurdrunentally positive social nansforman'ons. Here uifomation revolutionaries display 

their most enthusiastic optimisrn. The undesirable features of 'indusirial' society- 

meaningless work, huge impersonal orgaaizations, rigid routines and hierarchies, 

anonymous and alienating urban existences are seen dissolving. In their place, the 

information age holds out the hope of diversïfîcation, locdism, fiexibility, creativity, and 

equality. Promises include the computer-aided recovery of craft skilis and artisanal 

traditions; the convenience of universai teleshopping, telebanking, and interactive 

entertainment; the assistance of expert systems for education, heaith care, psychotherapy 

and home security; the revivification of domestic life in an electronic cottage; the 

participatory democracy of electronic town halls; and an historically unprecedented 

diffusion every sort of lcnowledge-'all infornaon in al l  pIaces at a l l  times.' A brilliant 

culture of individual and collective self-actualization is seen arising h m  the maeix of the 

networks. 

This is not to say that information revolutionaries deny potentiai problems. 

Technological unemployment, intrusive surveillance, electmnic crime and 'funire shock' 

are al1 duly acknowledged. But they are represented as problems of adjustment-iemporary 

setbacks or avoidable hazards on what remains in essence an ascending path, Bell, no facile 

utopian, recognizes anxieties about technological domination and dehumanization, 

especially in the cultural realm, but nevertheless insists h t  the tendency of information 
systems is toward "the freeing of technology h m  its 'imperative' nature," and the creation 

of "alternative modes of achieving individualiiy and variety within a vastly increased output 

of goods."" Others have been l e s  restrained: Dizard, for example, speaks of the 

information society as one where the "the search for a new Eden through the rnelding of 

nature and machine" eventually yields "social salvation thmugh better communication and 

informati~n."~~ 

6. The informanon revoluhn is p k t a r y  in scale. Alihough early post- 

industrialists focuseci on chaages in the deveIoped worid, they quickly identified a tendency 

toward a unified world economy as one major consequence of enhanced communication 

 technologie^.'^ Recognizing the dispanty between advanceû economies and the Third 

World, they nevertheless believed in the overd trajectory of 'development' by which 

Western societies pioneered advances that would eventuaily, given suitable aid, expert 

direction and trading connections, be adopted and emulated by other rcgions. Later 

information society theorists followed this logic. Some, strongly influenced by Marshall 
McLuhan's notion of an elecmnic "global village," amplifmi on this one-world theme in a 
very optirnistic mariner." Some have a r e  tbat rapid computerization would enable Third 



World coutries to leap nght h m  a prehdustrial to a postindusüiaI society-leaphgging 
over the industriai stage. Others suggest that cornputer and teIecommUaications would open 

up possibilïties for decentdized, de-urbanirPn, village-based industry bringing material 
prosperity to the Third World without destmying cultural autoaomy and tradition-what 

Toffler c d s  "Gandhi with satellites."48 Even those who dont share these high hopes tend 
to see global disparities king rectifieci by a trickledown economics in which huge 

technologicdy-generated increases in pductivity, although at fïrst concentrated in the 

developed world, will eventuaily be disseminaieci across the planet. 
7. nie infomuztioon rewlution marks not only a new phase in h w ~ n  civiliza?ion but 

also a new stage in the dewelopment of Ive itself. At the extreme Limits of their prediction. 
rnany information revolutionaries see the augmenting powers of intelligent machines 
tending logically towatd the creation of "synthetic life."49 The steady transfer of human 
abilities to machines will, it is argued, lead to the production of technologies whose 

capacities exceed those of their creator. This view is typified by roboticist Hans Moravec. 
Sooner or later," Moravec asserts, "our machines wiil becorne howledgeable enough to 

handle their own maintenance. reproduction and self impmvement without help."'' When 
this happew, hurnanity will pass away. "having Iost the evolutionary race to a new kind of 

cornpetition," supersedeci by its own "mind children."" Cornputas are thus not merely 
viewed as servants for humankind but also as a potential successor species-the next stage 
in evolution. 

Toflerism: Marx Against Marx 

As the thesis of postindustrial Society t r a n s f o d  into the theory of information 
revolution, its anti-Marxism simply remodulated itself. Thm was pcrIiaps less t a k  of a 
new technocratie class mediating the tensions between capital and labour. But inaeasingly 
the dinction of technological development itself was claimed to coatraâict Man's 
analysisThe cornputer was discovered as the nemesis of socialism, a machine whose 

astounding capacities confounded class stniggle. 
Again these arguments appearrd @cdady t e h g  because &K pponents often 

clairned to be not so much repudiahg Mant as simply updating him-foUowing his own 

logic through to unanticipated conclusions. Pointhg to Mar?tismts customary emphasis on 
the development of the meam of production-and interpreting it as mf-g entùcly to 
innovations in machinery-information Society theorists said, in eff't. that if "the handmili 
gives you Society with the feudai lord; the steam-mil1 with the industrial capitalist," thai 
what arrived with the microcornputer was the information The r d  riistoricai 



materialists' are those who recognize the &val of this new order rather than clinging to 

outdated notions of capital and class. 
No one has pursued this h e  more energeticaiiy than the indefatigable popularîzer of 

information revolution, Mvin Toffler. Toffler is hunself a former Marxist convinced by 
Staünism and Arnerican affluence that: 

Manrism was a rnisleading, obsolete tool for understanding reality in the 
high technology worid. Using Marxism to diagnose the inner saictures of 
high technology societies today is like limiting ones self to a magnifying 
giass in the age of the eiectron microscope J3 

But although ToHer, and his CO-author and wife Heidi, are relentless polemicisers against 

"antique Marxist ideas, applicable at best to yesterday's industrialism," their own concept 

of history owes an obvious debt to ~ a r x ? '  

The Tofflers' work hinges on a narrative, adapted from Bell's schema of 

preindustrial, industnal and postindustriai societies, of civilization propelled forward by a 

series of "wavesn-the First agrarian, the Second industriai, the Third, current, wave, 

informati~nal?~ As Hendrick Hemberg has recently pointed out, there is an eerie, if 

superficial similarity between this and Marx's story of how feudalism (the quivalent of 

Toffler's agrarian First wave) gives way to capitalism (the equivalent of the Toffleis 

Second Wave), and capitalism, in tum, is replaced by communism (the equivalent of 

Toffleis cybernetic Third Wave). As Hertzberg observes, 

Each stage, in its tirne, constitutes a tremendous advance in hwnan 
progress; each eventuaily becornes obsolete (the "contradictions," as the 
Marxists Say, begin to get out of hand); and the next emerges from the 
collapshg min of its predecessorJ6 

Moreover, Hertzberg notes, Toffler even soumis like Marx: the f2st sentence of his most 
. . -  

recent book, a New Ci-, reads "A new civilization is emeqhg in our 

lives. and blind men everywhere are ûying to suppress it,"-an obvious plagiarism of the 

famous opening of The: "A spectre is hamting Europe-the spectre 

of Cornmunism. AU the powers of oid Europe have entered into a holy alliance to exorcise 

this spe~tre."~' 

The cnicial clifference is, of course, that in Tofflef s account the advent of the new 

civiiizaiion has noching to do with class war, and everything ta do with cornputers. 
Exploitation of labo, aüenation, dehumanking mcchanization, ceattaluation and 

concentration of wealth, hmkration-di are characteristics, not of capitalismper se, but 

rather of the fading Second Wave of industrial civilization-a civiiization to whose ptemises 

Marxism is itseif profoundly tied. The advent of the information-driven Third Wave will 
uvercome such ills. Stniggle against capital is irrelevant, because everythhg once (and so 



deceptively) signifieci by the red flag-the classless Society, non-alienated work, the 
dissolution of property-wül be achieved simply by the operation of the technology which 
capital is itseif so Erenetically developing. "Archaeo-Mancisi.." who "nurse dreams of 
revolution drawn from the yeilow pages of yesterday's political tracts" are Ieft standing as 
we "speed into a new histoncai zone."" 

The uiability of Marxism to respond to the realities of îbe new era is. the Tofflers 
argue, deeply inscribed in its theoreticai tenets. Forged in reaction against the Hegelian 
idealist philosophy , Marx's materialism is predicated on an opposition berneen the 

physical, sensuous world of objects-the site of production-and the ethereal, abstract realm 
of ideas. This binary contrast underpins Mm's notorious 'base/supersûucture' metaphor, 
by which: 

. . . information, art, culture, law, theories and other intangible products of 
the mind were merely part of a 'superstnicture' which hovered, as it were, 
over the economic base of society. While thece was, admittedly, a cettain 
feedback between the two, it was the base that detemiined the supersmcture, 
rather than the reversesg 

Such dualism renders Marxism inherently blind to the productive pwer of data-exchange, 

symbolic manipulation, and the expansion of knowledge-the very activities central to the 
modem economy. For Marxists,"hardware was dways more important than softwaren; 
now, however, the cornputer revolution teaches us that the opposite is true. Today, say the 
Tofflers, "it is knowledge that drives the economy, not the economy that drives 
knowledge" : 

Marx, in arguing the primacy of the matenal base, s t o d  Hegel on his head. 
The great irony of history today is that the new system of wealth creation, 
in turn, is standing Marx on h k m  

In a classic dialecticai trope, historical matenalism has been dernatezialized. 
Where the Tofners £ind the anachronism of Marxism rnost obvious is in its concept 

of the industnal proletaxiat as tfie agent of rewolutionary change. It was, they Say, not so 

much capitalist ownership of the means of production but rather the crude technology of the 
"smokestack era" that generated the dnidgery against which revolutionary socialism fought. 
"Marxism." remark the Tofflers in typical style,"glorified beefy workers straining muscles 
in steel mills and facto rie^."^' Now the Iegions of mass labour rn vanishing: the 

information economy is eliminathg the factory-and with it, Marxism's historical 
protagonist. 

This fareweli to the wodcing class-an adieu bidden na only by the Tofflers and 

their colleagues but by many left inteilectuals durhg tbe 1980s-takes two forrns in 
information revolution theory. The first, most straightforward, simply argues that 



automation will progressively liquidate labour. There will be less and less work-hence less 

and less of a 'working' class. Early versions of postindusaialism were often linked to the 

idea of an emergent 'leisure socieq in which the most pressing social probIem would be 

the overcoming of boredom. This vision has never e n k l y  faded h m  information Society 

theory. However, an obvious pmblem diminishes its ap@-namely, that in the context of 

a wage economy such a überation from work manifests as unemployment. Anxious to 

reiüte any idea that they merely aim to replace the tedium of the assembly h e  with rnisery 

of the welfare queue, information revolutionaries Iike the ToMers have in fact often tended 

not to focus on the labour saving consequences of automation. and instead pursue a quite 

di fferent argument. 

In this second version work, instead of king tenninated, is transformeci. Emphasis 

falls not on the quantitative reduction of labour but on its quaIitative improvement. 

Automation, it is conceded, will elimuiate jobs, primarily in manufacturing. But this will be 

compensated for by new work, appearing in high kchnology, information-intensive 

industries. However, the new jobs will be different h m  the ones they replace; they will be 

berrer jobs. Here information society theory elaborates an argument k t  infiuentially stated 

by the sociologist Robert Blauner during the 1960s in a critique of Marx's theory of 

alienation-namely, that advanced technology reverses the inhwnan, estranghg effects of 

industrial rnachinery on workers6' 

Cornputers, it is claimed, are fundamentalIy different h m  earlier forms of 

mechanization. Transmuting manual dmdgexy into mentai labour, manipulating symbols 

rather than objects, informatics not only fkes workers fiom routine drudgery but places a 

new premium on critical and diagnostic capacities, cooperative problem solving and the 

reintegration of previously fragmented tasks. These potentials tend to reverse the Taylorist 

simplification and fragmentation of work. It either pemits, in the weak form of the 

argument, or, in its more determinist version, requires disso1ution of traditional hierarchies 

and comrnand stnictures, and the introduction of new dimensions of autonomy and job- 

satisfaction. 

Thus a cniciai part of Toffleis description of the Third Wave production depends 

on the intellect and skills of the workforce. industriai workers owmd few of the m l s  of 

production; today however "the most powerful weaith-amplifwig tools are the symbols 

inside workers' h e a d ~ " ~ ~  Workers, therefore, "own a critical, often irreplaceable, share of 

the 'means of production!%e foudation for Marx's theory of class conflict thus drops 

away. The consequence of the hi&-technology, pst-Taylorist workphx is the 
evaporation not only of the hostility, but even of the distinction, bctween management and 

labour, in its place emerges a shared euios of participation and pmfessionalism, reinforced 



by profit sharing, stock options and workplace quality circles. While there will sbll be 

work. there will be no working 'class,' because class as a collective identity based on 
adversarial relations of production wiil have heen dissolved. 

At some points the Tofflers go even further, and suggests that the Tbird Wave will 
uansform not only work, but property. This is often represented as a necessary 
consequence of the econornic peculiarities of inforniation intensive goods and services. 

Because information is not exhausted by use, can be reproduced eady and cheaply, and 
often multiplies in value the more widely it is disrributed, such goods and senrices are- 
supposedly-immune b m  ownership or cornmodification. Since information conscitutes 
the central resource of the new age these property-transcendant features herald the advent of 
an increasingly sharing, cwperative, equalitaxian society. According to the Tofflers, 
Marxists have an "obsession with ownershipn that is anachronistic in an era of "info- 
propeqM--"non-matend, non-tangible, and "potentially infï~ite."~~ In the unfolding of this 
transformation revolutionaq, oveahrow of the ruling class is cmdely beside the point. 
What wül occur is rather a gentle autodissolution of ownership. 

At this point there is an interesthg bifurcation in the work of information 
information revolutionaries. Some theorists, at some moments, look to a future 'beyond 
capitalism! This perspective is exemplified by the early work of Toffler, and by the 
"computopia" prophecies of Japan's most famous futurist, Masuda. It sees information 
technology bringing a gradual, spontaneous and non-antagonistic reIaxation of capitalist 
relations-with corporate ownership eventuaiiy assumed by technologidy-participatory 
workers and citizens and the abundance of information generated resources dissolving 
commodicy exchange. What results is in fact, nothing less than an elecmnically-created 
classless society . 

Other information revolutionaxies-or sometimes the sarne theorists at other 
moments-look oniy to a 'better capitalism! This is the view implicit in al1 the 
governmental and corporate descriptions of the information society. It is also the 
perspective of Toffleds more recent work, cleady adapted to the fite-market climate of th 
1980s and 90s. In this perspective, information technologies still produce increciiile 
econornic and societal benefits. But these result mainly from an impmved position in an 

ever more-inteasely cornpetitive market Society. Electronics yield, not pst-capitalism, but 
new investment possibiiities, more efficient management techniques, better marketing 
oppoaunities-faster, swifter, more efficient c~mmodification.~~ 

Yet despite their apparent divergence, both the 'beyond capital' and the 'beüer 
capital' versions of the infoxmation revolution can be seen pointing in the çanie direction: to 

a future in which the capitalist development of technology leads to social salvaiion, whether 



through the perfection of the market or its transcendance. And in practice, information 

revolutionaries straddie both positions witbout apparent embarrassment. Masuda. who 
writes about the dissolution of the commodity f o m  even while serving the Minismes of the 

world's most dynamic capitalist power, speaks of his "computopia" not only as a "classless 

society " but aiso as the m e n t  of Adam Smith's vision in l& W& of NptipaS of a 

"universal opulent ~ociety."~~ Toffler hopped with ease from talking about postcapitalism 

to advising ultra-right wing free marketeer, Newt Gingrich. 

Indeed, in many moments of information society theory both visions merge in the 

synthesis of a capitai without contradictions, conflict or cornpetition. In a typically 

nebulous but heartfelt panegyric, W i  HaIal asserts ttiat "îhe relentles advance of 

technology has becorne the driving force for social change," and celebrates the emergence 

of a "hi-techhi-touchn business organization that unites enterprise and democracy. "Rising 
like a phoenix h m  the ashes of a dying epoch" the resuIting "New CapitaIismn will be so 

transformed that "it is really no Ionger capitaiism at ailw because "it is governed 

dernocraticaily to serve a lüil range of human goals rather than profit alone-yet it is still 

free enterpri~e."~' 

Both the 'beyond capiralism' and the 'better capitalism' version of the information 

revolution see high-technology reshaping society, and both see this as a good thing. Their 
shared technoIogicai detemiinism means that the radical possibilities announcexi by the 

visionaries of the 'beyond capital' schwl are conceived of as a direct, linear consequence 

of the innovation directed by the pragmatists of the 'better capitalism' tendency. For this 

reason the positions are complementary ratber than miagonistic: the one is is the perfect 

idealist counterpoint to the utilitarianism of the other. In both cases the prognosis is the 

same-more technology. And in both cases. what is decisively off the agenda of the future 
is Marx's concept of revolution as class struggle. 

Deja Vu: The End of History 

The uitlmare viadication of this intonnation-age anti-Manùsm was of course the end 

of 'actuaily existing socialism.' In the 1970s some postindusnialists had prophesid a 
cemin convergence of capitalist and socialist systems as each resigned 'ideological' 

attachent to notions of either the ftee market or wodd revoiution in favow of a common 

mort to technocratie planning. But in the 1980s, îbe cra of the Second Coid War, this 
argument gave way to a more aggressive W. Totalitacianisrn was the incvitable outcorne of 

Mantism, but cornputers and telecommunications were "technologies of fretdom" with an 
intrinsic antipathy to such ~tat ism.~ in arguments stroagly marked by the influence of 



Frederick Hayek, it was widely argued that the creation of a knowledge economy was 
inherently related to the play of the open market?0 High technology innovation depended 
on levels of enterprise and initiative antithetical to rigid state control. Moreover. application 
of such innovation would produce a complex and accelerated econorny, dependent on data 
flows elusive of cenaalized conml. Any regime which attempted to restcict these flows 
would inevitably faii victim to the populist technological empowerment brought by the 
multiplication of niicrocomputers, video and fax systerns. 

It would seem hard to imagine a more convincing vindication of such arguments 
than the ignominious disintegration of the Soviet bloc in 1989. As tùe statues of Lenin 
toppled across Europe, Brzezinski, one of the originators of postindustrial theory, ascribed 
the Soviet state's degeneration to a failure to grasp the "technetronic revolutionn which 

made its relative achievements in the field of heavy industriakation and mass education 
obsolete." Kenichi Ohmae, theorist of business in a "borderless world," enunciated a 

comrnon verdict when he declared that information "never respected the Berlin Walln: 

. . . in an age of instant information, a wired-for-pictures world . . . any 
governrnent that cannot offer Western style choices of material goods, 
services and travel will amuse the enrnity of its citi~ens?~ 

The Tofflers, of course, knew how to tmly twist the knife in the wounds of old cornrades. 
Declaring that "the central failure of the great socialist experiment of the 20th century lay in 

its obsolete ideas about knowledgen they observed that; 

Marx himself had given the classic definition of a revolutionary moment. It 
came, he said, when the 'social relations of production' (meaning the nature 
of ownership and control) prevent further development of the 'means of 
production' (roughiy speaking, the technology). That formula pe r fdy  
described the socialist world crisis. Just as feudal 'social relations' once 
hindered industrial development, now socialist 'social relations' made it all 
but impossible for socialist corntries to take advantage of the new wealth- 
creation system based on computers, communication, and, above ali, on 
open information?' 
The most ambitious staternent of such ideas was, however, that of Francis 

Fukuyama, a former deputy director in the US State Department and consultant wiih the 
RAND corporation, who in a widely acclaimed article announceci "the.end of 
hi~tory."~%, he hastened to point out, did not mean a cessation of empiricai events, but 
rather that we had reached the terminus of history "understood as a single, coherent 
evolutionary process" which would culminate when "mankind had achieved a form of 
society that satisfied its deepest and most fundamental longings."" Beyond such a point no 
further progress in the development of underlying principles and institutions could occur, 
because "ail the really big questions had been settled."76This idea of history had, Fukuyama 
observes, been enunciated by Hegel, but "made par& of our daily intellcctual atmosphere by 



Karl Mm," who, he cIaims, believed that the "end of history" would be marked by the 

advent of cornmunism. Now, in the afterrnath of the collapse of the USSR, it was clear 
that, on the contrary, the "end of history" was achieved by the aiumph of capitalist liberal 
democracy . 

Fukuyama is not a conventional information society theorist. But what is important 

in the context of our present discussion is that he finds the "mechanism" which explains the 

directionaiity and coherence of history in the "logic of modem ~cience."~ This. he daims 

"wouId seem to dictate a universal evolution in the direction of ~apitalism."'~ Because the 

unfolding of applied science makes possible the limitless accumulation of wealth to sati* 
ever-expanding human desires, and aIso confers inestimable military advanîages, it dictates 

an homogenization toward the form of society b a t  able to reap its benefits. This form is 

capitalist democracy, whose cornpetitive enterprise, decentralized market decisions and 

work-ethic favours technological innovation. While this superiority had seemed in doubt 

when the c e n d y  plannexi econornies of USSR and China were able to rival the capitalist 

bloc in indusmal production, the inevitability of evolution in the direction of "decentralized 

decision making and markets" had become apparent with the transition to a "pst-industrial 

order" placing a premium on invention and information: 

One might say in fact that it was in the highly cornplex and dynamic "post- 
industrial" economiç world that ManriSm-Leninism as an economic system 
met its water100.~~ 

With this sorry exampie of the fa i lm of alternatives, the global adoption of capitalism by 

the countnes of the developing world-Fukuyama cails it "the victory of the VCR" 4 s  

ine~itable.'~ Whatever problems the future might hold will arise priniarily h m  the 

boredom arising from the universai "peace and prosperity" created by the technoscientific 

achievement of capitalisrn? ' 
This announcement may provoke an uncanny sense of &ja vu. For we have corne 

full circle. The "end of history" Fukuyama presents is a massively eniargd version of the 

"end of ideology" thesis, now global in scope and engineered not by industrialkm but by 

postindusrxiaiism. At tast, aided by the "mechanism" of information technoiogy , the spectre 
of Marxism has W y  k e n  laid to rest. 

Since 1989 histoiy has, of course, rtfused to lie down and die. Nothing, however, 

has subtracted h m  the prevailing view that the information revolutiou represcnts the 

destiny of humankind. in the context of a unifiai capitalist world economy, its discussion 

is now inseparable from that of 'globaiization.' Rhapsodies about the "global villagen have 



been replaced by a harder. more anxious note. For it is now the pressure of a 

communicationally integrated and increasingly cornpetitive world market whïch enforces 
adaptation to the infomiation age. Techno-idealism fds  to cornputer-age realpofitik. 

Rhetoric urging the rapid adoption of new technologies now dies not only on the utopian 
promises of such technologies, but, even more. on the costs-in te= of lost jobs and 
declinuig living standards- of refusing them. However. if Ulis hwduces a newly anxious 
note to the approach of the Somation revolution. it in no way diminishes its inexorability. 
While in an era of mounting technological unemployment and global corponite rnobility 
there may be some qualms about the univenal benevolence of the information age, there is 
even less doubt about its inevitabiiity. 

The world-wide collapse of socialist ngimes, or their clear subordination to market 
discipline, has meant that anti-ManuSt diatribes now seem beyond the point for 
conternporary hi&-tech futurîsts, such as George Gilder. Nicholas Negroponte. Michael 
Rothschild or Kewi  Keily and the editors of W w  magazine. Rather. they focus on the 

necessary identification of technological progress and the market economy. Many 
commentaries endorse the views put nankly by Rothschild, whose ncent "bionomic" 
anaiysis of an "economy denved from technicd infortnation* asserts that 'capitalism is 
simply the way technology evolves" and is the "ïnevitable. n a d  state of human affanS"- 

a phenornena which it is a " waste of time and mental energy " to oppose, because "Like it or 
not, the sun rises in the ea~t."'~ 

In North Amenca, the embrace of the information revolution by coprate and state 

institutions reached a new level of intensity with the United Staies govement's planning 
of the "uiformation superhighway." The Clinton ~ s ü a t i o n ' s  announcement of a high- 
bandwith. omnipurpose. digital network interconaecting the nation's cornputers. phones. 
and televisions by fibre optic strands, c d a l  cables. satellites and radio waves has been 

widely hailed as the nalizing of the 'wired world' long urged by information society 
theorists. In 1994, the National Information h h s t ~ c t u r e  0 bill proposed that the 
'highway' be constmcted as a governmentally subsidized but privately built, owned and 
operateci netwodr. This incited a fnnzy of mergers by telephone, cable and en tertainment 
corporations positionhg themselves to reap astronomically lucrative profits from video-on 
demand , teleshopping , telegambling and on-line advdsing . 

In this climate, the fornuias of information Society theorists have spouted in an 
unquenchable flow h m  the mouths of govenimntal and corporate leaders of aU 
complexions. DemOCfafic Vice-President Al Gore desctibes the NI1 as "the next 
information revolution" and has made a stock in trade of pmmising a cornucopia of 
possibilities for virtual education. democfatization and self-improvement?' However, 



Gore's technophilia is if anything e x d e d  by that of bis opponent, Newt Gingritch, 

Republican speaker in the House of Representatives, who synthesizes futurist 

revolutionary ttictoric with tbe most reactionary of right wing politics. An aîïcionado of the 

works of the Toffler's-for whose latest book he wrote an introduction-Gingritch 

rhapsodizes freeIy on the need to wire evety child into cyberspace while simultaneously 

slashing at the welfare programs tbat enable many American children to eat. 

Gingritch's Progress and Freedom Foundation hosts major conferences on the 

confluence of capitalism with the information age.8' In 1994 it published a document, 

"Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age," co- 

authored by information age luminaries such as Toffler, George Gilder and Esther 

~yson.8' Beginning with a grandiloquent declaration that "The central event of the 20th 

century is the overthrow of matter . . . The powers of mind are everywhere ascendant over 

the brute force of things," the document is built around a Toffleresque contrast behveen the 

Second 'industrial' age and the Third 'informationai' age, now elaborated with reflections 

about cyberspace as a "bioelectronic hntier," a "land of knowledge" whose "exploration 

can be civilization's tniest, highest calling." 

Larded with niminaiions on "the nature of freedomn and "the essence of 

community" in this new cyber-world, and spiced with a rich rhetoric of empowerment and 

liberation fiom "smokestack barons and bureaucrats frorn the past," the "Magna Carta" 

fmaliy gets down to bras tacks with some poiicy recornrnendations. These are rernarkably 

to the point: strong inteiiectuai property rights to protect private owneship of information; a 

'highway' infrasttucture to be owned by an unregulated private rnonopoly; tax breaks for 

information-onented cornpanies; and the widespread dismantling of federal goverment 

reg~lations!~ These proposals for the consolidation of information age capitaiism are far 

h m  airy dreaming; much of the spirit of the "Magna Cartan proposals moves in the 1996 

US Teleconimunications Bi& a legislative testament of faith in the power of deregulated. 
concenrrated capital to manage the new informational environment?' 

The corporate semr itself is almost as fulsome as its govemment clients about the 

prospects for virtual capitaiism. Bill Gates, chairman of the mighty Mi.crosoft corporation, 

lwks forward to what he calls "Friction Free Capitalisrnw-in which perfect information 

becomes the basis for the perfection of the market. Gates, who has the fiankness to 

acknowledge that the driving force behind the information highway is "the race for the 

gold," nonetheless induces  a utopianism of his own when he suggests that the 
movernent of business into cyberspace wi i i  produce Adam Smith's dzeam of a worid of 

"perfect knowledge" or "perfect information," a prcrtquisite for "pcrfect cornpetition." 

Unabashedly ignoring tbe ironies that such words invite corning from the mouth of one of 



the information age's most aggressive monopolist., Gates promises us "a new world of 
low-friction, low-overhead capitalism, in which market information will be plentiful and 
transaction costs low. It wdi be a shopper's hea~en."'~ Fnxd by technology €rom its 
rigidities am! imperfections, the market passes into a veritable paradise of exchange, in 
which the global digital gids and lattices connect the whole planet in the Limitless 
transaction of prosperity and freedom. 

Most of ihe celebrations of viraial capitalism remain at this level. It would, 
however, be foolish to underestimate the messianic sense of mission which underlies the 
thinking of some of capitalism's infonnation revolutionaries. For a reminder, we can 

glance briefly at some men t  predictions by the roboticist, Moravec. Envisaging the 

emergence within the foreseeable future of highly advanced artificial intelligences, he asks 
us further to imagine that "most of the human universe has been converted to a cornputer 
network--a cyberspace-where such programs Live, side by side, with downloaded human 
min& and accompanying simulated human Moravec then outlines the phticai 
economy of this world. The cyberspatiai entities will a i i  make their living "in something of 
a €tee market way," trading the products of k i r  labor for the essentials of Me in the 
networks-rnemory space and computing the. Some will convert undeveloped parts of the 

universe into cyberspace or improve the perfocxnauce of existing patches, thus creating new 
wealth. Others WU act as banks, storing and redistriburing resources, buying and selhg 
computing space, time and infonnation: 

Some entities in the cyberspace will fail to produce enough value to support 
their requirements for existence-these eventuaiiy shrink and disappear, or 
merge with other ventures. Others wiii succeed and grow?' 

Moravec says that the closest present &y paralle1 to the existence of these virtual creahires 

would be "the growth, evolution, fragmentation, and consolidation of corporations, whose 
options are shaped primarily by their ezonomic performance?' Noting that "a h u m  would 
likely fare poorly " in such a cyberspatid market, he looks, without regret, to the necessary 
conclusion-our s@es merger with or supersession by these corporatized synthetic 
entities PZ Reading such apocalyptic visions, one cannot but hear the echoes of some hes  
of Marx's of which McKenzie Wark has recently remindeci us in his biiiiiant discussion of 
computerized stock markets-Lines in which the ywng Marx speaks of the ultimate 
destination of capital: "finaüy-and this goes for the capitalists too-an inhuman power ruics 

over everything."" 



Conclusions 

The doctrine of the information revolution, as it has unfoldeci over the last half 
century. has proven to be much more than just fiitlnist speculation or even sociologicd 
description. Rather. it has become an indispensable ingndient in a massive reorganization 
of advanced capitalist societies, centred around the introduction of new technologies. 

Formulated and promoted within the hi.&-tanks, policy institutes, laboratones, 
governrnent offices and consultancy circuits of the rnost powemù and prosperous centres 

of the capitalist world economy, the theory of an inevitable information revolution has 
provided the rationale for this restntcairing, a legitimaton for social disIocation and an 
exhortation toward a radiant future. 

In its development, this idea has been been propeIled fomard by cornpetition with 
another revolutionary theory which aimed to become a "material forcen: ManUsrn. This was 

the foe that was meant to have been defeated by the "end of ideology" in the aWuence of 
post-war industrial societies. As we have seen, it was in response to an unforeseen crisis of 

these societies, a crisis of international and domestic iiisurgencies permeated by the spirit of 
supposedly dead and burieci Mancism, that Bell a d  his coileagues produœd the concept of 
postindusuialism. Theu arinunciation of a new age was not medy a prediction. but a 
project, an effort both of prophecy and partisanship aimed at setting in motion the social 
and technoIogica1 measures necessary to restore the stability of an order threatened by what 
they saw as chaotic and subversive forces. This is the idea which has subsequently 
flowered into theaies of the information revolution and vimiai capitalism. 

The relation of these theories to Marxism is, however, not just one of antagonism, 

but of appropriation. Roduced by inteuectuais who were often familiar with or had actually 
espoused M h s t  ideas, the concept of the information society derives much of its analytic 
force and imaginative power h m  a rewriting of Marxism tbat retains the notion of 

historical progress towards a classless society, but ~iasaibes technoIogical advance rather 
than clam conflict as the driving force in this transformation and promises communism 
without the need to get rid of capitalism. It thus annexes the idea of 'revolution.' The 
coIlapse of acnially existing sacialism in popular uprisuigs intimately linked to the 
capacities of new media to carry messages across the waiis and cunains btbind which 

Mamian regimes had sheltered f h n  the world market is, in the eyes of information 
revolutionaries, the vindicatioa of this pmject, the W, technolo@caiiy-aided exotcisrn of 
the ghost of Mm. In what follows we wiiî argue tbat this exorcism  ha^ failed. But first we 

must see what other Mamists have made of 'the information rtvolution! 
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Cbapter 3 

MARXISMS 

It is perhaps too late in tbe &y to become intensely vexed as to what Marx 'really 

said' about technology. For Marx was, iike aii  of us, a multiple. He wrote variously about 

technology. making statements wfüch cannot aU be reconded one with another-or at least, 

can be reconciIed in very different, sometimes radically opposed, ways. In the historicai 

development of Manrisrn rhis heterogeneity of utterances has yielded a volume of 

interpretation which now weighs considexably on the brain of the living, and whose 

influence powerfully refracts every re-readhg of their source. 

This chapter begins, therefore, with an intentionaily inconclusive scan of the many 

representations of the machine in Marx's texts. We then move on to see what other 

Maoùsts have made of and from these representations as they respond to the 'information 

revolution.' Three positions are examined: scientific socialism, which sees technoscience as 

a centrai agent in a dialeEtical drama culminating in th inevitable defeat of capital; neo- 

Luddism, which focuses on technology as instruments of capitalkt domination; and ps t -  

Fordism, which often looks to the possibility of a technologicaiiy mediated reconciliation 

between labour and capital. WhiIe this is by no means a complete inventory of Marxist, or 

Marxist-derived, thought on technologid change, it does muster the major analyses with 

which we want to take issue. For in our view scientific socialists, neo-Luddites and ps t -  

Fordists dl, thougti in vexy different ways, fall short of an adequate response to the 

challenge of the information revolutionaries. 

Man's  Machines 

As we have ahady seen, tkre is a certain Marx very close in spint to the 

information revo1ution~-the Manr of "The handmiil gives you society with the feudal 

lord; the steam-mil with the indusmal capitalist."' This tecbnologicaily determlliist Marx is 
not a negligible figure? His hand has been seen at work in the cclcbraied accaunt in the 

. . of of how "in the social 

production of their Me men enter into &nnitt relations tbat arc in&pndent of thcir will, 
relations of production which correspond to a dcfinitc stage of development of their 

material productive forces."' At a certain stage in th& development, Marx says, "the 

material productive forces of Society corne into conflict with the existing relations of 



productionn and " h m  forms ofdevelopment of the productive forces these dat ions  turn 
into their fettenH -thereby initiating social revolutionw 

What precisely constitutes the forces of production and what the relations of 
production, and the precise nature of the interaction between the two. aze amongst the most 
controversial questions in Manllst theory? But what is certain is that a view which sees the 
forces of production as ttchnological, and only the relations of production as social, with 

the former havhg prîmacy over the l a m  seerns to have taken mot very close to Marx 
himseif, in the work of hîs friend Frederick Engels, who wrote that with the advancement 
of modem machinery "the productive forces themselves press forward with increasing 
power towards . . . their deliverance h m  their character as capitaY6 From there extends a 
a line of Manist thought, dong whom are posted figures such as Nikolai Bukharin, JD. 
Bernai and GA. Cohen, which understands technological development as an autonornous 
force, a motor of history, whose ever expanding productive powers smash relentlessly 

through anachronistic forms of property ownership in a trajectory heading straight to the 
triumph of socialism.' 

However, there are other passages in Marx which modify and indeed contradict this 

mechanistic view of history. For example, the major treatments of factory mafhinery in 

tells a story in which capitalism, as it deepens its control of the workplace and 
society transfom methods of production. Marx describes this process in tenns of 
successive degrees of "sub~umption."~ In "formal subsumptionN-roughly the early stages 

of the indusirial revolution-capitd simply imposes the form of wage labour on preexisting 
modes of artisanal production. But in the subsequent phase, "d subsumption." it 
undertakes a wholesaie reorganization of work. Science is systernatically appiied to 
indusûy; technological innovation becornes pexpetual; exploitation focuses on 'relative' 
intensification of productivity rather than 'absolute' extension of hours? 

Central to this pmess  of subsumption is the q l a c e w n t  of manual rnethods of 

work by machinofactun. And the irnpetus for this develomeat is. Marx says. the factory 
master's drive to enhiuice CO-d over his labour force by deskiIling craft workers and 

enlarging the reserve arrny of the unemployed. Such a narrative precisely reverses the 
technologically determinkt account. For it is social reletions-capitals kquirernent for total 

control over the valorization prncess-that shapcs machines, not vice versa. From tbe 
reading of such passages flows a different iine of analysis whose exponents run h m  
Georg Lukacs ihrough to Harry Braverman and Daviâ Noble, who insist that machinery is 
only a moment in forces of pduction whose constitution is itseif a matter of social 
power!O 



However, even if it could be agreed that M m  posits a complex interaction between 

'social' and 'technologicai' facto=-indeed, complex to the point where the two categories 

are understood as so inseparably bound up as to make him one of the first theorists of what 
today are termed 'socio-technical systemsr-there would still be space for disagreement in 

his writing on machines. Many readers have been irnpressed by bis nightmare portrayal of 

nineteenth century factory rnasters' use of technology. Throughout bis work, Marx again 

and again tells us how machinery confronts the worker in production as the power of 

capital incarnate-or at least metailized. The stem engine serves as an "instrument of 

torturen in the hands of the factor- owner. in a necrotic tyranny, the "dead labourn of 

automatic machinery becornes a "mechanical monstef with "demonic power" that 

"dominates, and pumps dry, living labour power," converting the worker into a "living 

appendage."" Or, as Marx put it in a speech to the Chartists in 1856, 

At the same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems to become 
enslaved to other men . . . All our invention and progress secm to result in 
endowing material forces with intektuai lifc, and stultifjing human Me 
into a materiai force.12 

From this, and many other passages can be distilleci a technophobic. dystopian, neo- 

Luddite Marx, a Marx who rages against the machine. 

Yet the production of such a Marx depends on a considerabIe effort of edition and 

selecrion. For there are other moments where Marx speaks not just of the infernal effects of 

machines, but also of their emancipatory promise. For example, in one passage of Qgh l  

he discusses how "modem industryn continuaily transforms itself "by means of machinery, 

chemical processes and other methodsn and in doing so "incessantly throws masses of 

capital and of workers h m  one branch of production to another," a way that 

"necessitates variation of labour, fluidity of hctions, and mobility of workers in ail 

d~ections."'~ Under capital, Marx says, this incessant technologid change is an apallingly 

destructive, immiserating force, which "does away with aU repose, all fixity and ail security 
as far as the worker's Me situation is con~erned."~' However, he argues, such relentless 

innovation also has a potentially positive side. By annihilahg the narrow specializatioxw 

that previously characterized craft production it makes possible "the recognition of variation 

of labour and hence of the fitness of the worker for the maximum nwnber of different kinds 
of 1 a b 0 ~ . ~ ~ ~  

Modern industry thus opens îhe vision of an altemative-communist- social order 

in which the nmonscrosity" of technologid unemployment is replaced by the "possibility 

of varying Iabourn-so that "the partially developed individual, who is merely the bearer of 

one specialized social function" will give way to "the totally developed individual, for 

whom the different social functions are different modes of activity he takes up in tum." I6  



Citing the expex-ience of a French worker who claimed that constantly changing tmdes in 

California made him fee1 "Iess of a rnoliusc and more of a man," Marx recommends the 

development of technical. agriculturai and vocational schools, in which "the children of the 

workers receive a certain amount of instruction in technology."" From such moments c m  
be constructed another Marx, an enthusiast for the progressive possibilities of human- 
machine intera~tion.'~ 

Although much of M m ' s  writing on machines concerns factory automation, a 
broadly similar ambivalence informs his observations about the other great technological 
innovations of his age-those in the sphere of communication and For Mm, 
the telegraph, the steamship and the railway were îhe inseparable concomitants to the 

development of factory production, instruments for the creation of the world market 
necessaq to supply the raw materials and absorb the goods produced by industrial 
machinery, an extension of capital's ceaseless revolutionizing of the means of production. 
They were the manifestations of a relentless dynarnic which "chases the bourgeoisie over 
the whole surface of the globe" compelling it to "nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, 
establish connections e~erywhere."'~ 

As such, the new channels of travel and communication were tendnls for the 
extension of a system of domination. In a passage which strikingly anticipates the 
conditions of contemporary globalization Marx writes of how: 

Every development in the meam of new productive forces is at the same 
time a weapon against the workers. Ali improvements in the means of 
communication, for example facilitate the cornpetition of workers in 
different localities and tum local competition into national?' 

Elsewhere, Marx analyses the new means of communication as as essential çomponent in 
the "autonomizaîion of the world market," elevating monetary exchanges into an fotce 
whose impersonal and relentlas processes appear to stand over and against any possibility 
of human intervention or tra~sformation.~~ These observations-especidy when linked to 
Marx's remarks on ideology and commodity fetishism-have provided planks for a Marxist 
political economy focused almost entuely on the dominative effects of capitalist media and 
information industries. 

Yet at the same tirne, and even more emphahcally than in the case of industrial 
machinery, Marx also saw liiratory possibilities in the nineteenth century communications 
revolution. The telegraph, fast mails, and travel broke d o m  parochialism, localism and 
narrow national interests. As such, they were potential caîalysts for proletarian 
intemationalism. Indeed, -s famous exhortation to the "workers 
of the wor1d"is prefaced by a serics of enthusiastic obsewations on how this "ever 
expanding union of workers" is "helped on by the impmved means of communication that 



are created by modern industry and that place the wodEets of different localities in contact 
with one another+"*' This is one vital aspect of a process by which "the bourgeoisie "forges 
the weapons that bring death to itself" and a h  cdls inio existence "the men who are to 

widd these weapons-the modem working ciass-the pro~etarians."~~ 
In his own He, Marx was eager to bke advantage of such possibilities. Accordmg 

to James BiUington, Marx and Engels on one occasion planned to penetrate the international 
wire agencies in Brussels, through a leftist press agency, in order to distribute their 
messages more ~ i d e l y ! ~ ~ s  Peter Waterrnau notes, this may not be quit. enough to make 
Marx a 'hacker' avant la leme! Nevertheless, the enthusiasrn for the revolutionary 
possibilities of mass communication so evident in bis texts have rtsonated with theorists 

from Bertholt Brecht and Walter Benjamin to Hans Magnus Enzensburger onward~?~ 
These synoptic observations oniy skim the surface of Marx's macûine-writings. 

But they are perhaps enough to establish that throughout these texts there runs an electtic 
tension. an alternating current that oscillates between fival possibilities. At one pole, 
technology is an instrument of capitalist dominatioa, a means for the intensification of 
exploitation and the enchaining of the world in cornmodity exchange. On the other. it is the 

basis for the &dom fimm want and the social intercourse that are prerequisites for a 
communist society. How much emphasis is given to each pole, and by what logic or 
narrative they are connecteci, is, however a rnatter of huge contention. Later, Like all the 

other interpreters. we wiil select our own favoured points of reference, the passages where, 
for us, Marx's antinomies about the machine seem to fuse together at white heat into 
brilliant insight. But for the moment, we wiii see what others have made of Marx's 
ambiguous machines. 

We use the term 'scientinc socialism' to designate that form of Marxism - a h  
variously referred to as 'objectivist,' 'cIassicai' or 'neo-orthodox' Marxism-which, taking 
its direction h m  Mant and Engel's observations about the contradictions between forces 
and relations of production, sees history driven by scientincaiiy predictable laws of motion 
toward a socidist destination?' PPerhaps ttce most sophisticated r#xnt example of this 

school of thought is to be foumi in the work of Eniest Mandel, the ernincnt theoretician of 
the Fourth International. 

. . Mandel's magnum opus, -, was first published in 1968 and 
translateci h o  Engiish in 1975. It cepreseats a magisterial attempt to reinsert many of the 
societd phenomena which were at that tirne being cl- by postindustriaî theorisis to 



mark the detùiitive supenession of MaatiSm-cybemetics and other new technologies. the 

increasing importance of planning and educatioa. and the increasingiy 'kaowledge based' 

nature of econodc develpment-within the framewock of bistoncal m a m .  For 
Mandel's fuadamental claim is that the societies of contemporary Europe and North 
Amenca, far h m  havuig transctnded the features of capitalism descriw by Mam. in fact 

exhibited them in a singularly pure form?' 

Mandel argues that the= have been three fwidarnental moments in capitalism. each 

one marking a dialecticd expansion over the previous stage: market capifahm. monopoly 
capitalism, and our own phase, "late capitalism." He Links the appearance of these stages to 

Kondratieff s famous theory of "long wavesm-successive, rhythmic episodes of economic 
growth and stagnation which supposedly dominate the last two centuries of Western 

history. in each wave, surges in technological innovation are precipitated by temporary 
increases in the rate of profit after a protracteci p e n d  of under-investment. Correspnding 

to the three phases of capitalism are three "generai revolutions in technologyn- stem 
driven machinery of the 1840s. electric and combustion motors of the 1890s, and, b m  the 

1940s on, the "thiid techndogical revolutionn of nuclear power and computerization. 
The central feature of this latest phase is the increasing level of automation. and, in 

particular, the replacement of industrial workers by cybernetic systems and continuous 
flow processes based on automatic control. This brings with it a series of interrelateci 

developments. which reverberate ihrough the capitalist ezonomy. These include a shift of 
Living labour h m  the actual treatment of raw materials to preparatory or supenrisory 
fûnctions; new developmenis in organized rcsuirch and universïty education; a speed up in 

production and a consequent pressure for more effective inventory contml, market research 
and demand management and increasingiy large, and increasingly quickly obsolete. 

investments in large technological systems. These developments in tucn generate a 
compulsion to introduœ exact plaoning of production not ody within each enterprise but 
dso within the the econorny as a whole-leadiag to more staie intervention. AU of these 

changes. however. relate back to the ovenwhelming irnperative of capitalism. the 

maintenance of the rate of p d t ?  
This analysis brings Mandel into b t  cohntation with the fint expressions of 

post-industrial theory. Categorically rejacting any idea that the new economic centrality of 

science and technological biowledge mark som unprecedented hiSmrical epoch. Mandel 
argues that " Late capitalism, far h m  npresenting a 'post-industrial Society,' . . appears 

. . 
as the period in which al l  branches of the economy are fdly industnakd for the first 
tirne."" Specificaily citing Beli's work as an example of prevaient theories of 



"technological rationalism," he declares that "Beiief in the omnipotence of technology is the 
specific fom of bourgeois ideology in late capitaiismw: 

This ideology pmlaims the ability of the existing social order graduaily to 
eliminate ail chances of crises. to find a 'technical' solution to al l  its 
contradictions, to integrate rebeilious social classes and to avoid political 
explosions." 

However, Mandel says, the idea that new technologies d o w  capitalism to transcend its 
perennial antagonisms and crises is spurious; on the contrary, such innovations only bfing 
closer its inevitable collapse. 

Although Mandel enurnerates a wide array of factors, all of which he sees 

interacting to generate breakdown, the centrepiece of his argument is a traditional rnainstay 
of 'objectivist ' Manism: the falling rate of profit. consequent on the rishg organic 
composition of capital. To understand this argument a bnef technical exposition is 
necessary ?' 

The Marxist theory of value holds that the source of surplus value is the exploitation 
of living labour. Capitalist production cm be represented in value by the formula C+V+S. 
C is "constant capitalw-the part whose value is not increased in production but merely 
preserved by it--buildings, raw materials, and, especially important for our discussion, 
machines. V is "variable" capital, the part used by the capitalist to buy labour power, so 
termed because it is the only part of capital which lets ihe capitalist increase the value of 
his/her capital. S is the "surplus value" --the portion of the newly created value 
appropriated by the capitalist. The rate of profit is the ratio between surplus-value and total 
capital=S/(C+V). The ratio between constant capital and variable capital, CN, is the 
'organic composition of capital.' 

The fundamental tendency of the capitalist system is to increase the ratio of constant 
capital (machines and raw matexials) to variable capital (wages). For Mandel-and most 
other objectivist Marxists-the principal impetus in this direction cornes h m  the "whip of 
competition" amongst capitals, which compels entrepreneurs to constantly automate in 
order to raise productivity3 But if the organic composition of capital, C N  incfeases, other 
things behg equal, the profit rate S/(C+V) wiU decline.The more compJetely mechanization 
expels workers h m  production, the more the rate, and eventually the mas, of surplus 
value diminishes. This decline in profitability causes faltering investment, catalyses class 
confiict and drives irrevocably toward revolutionary crisis. Capital's profitdriven 
compulsion to expand the forces of production thus becomes the instrument of its self- 
des tniction. 

This formally elegant argument is a topic of immense controversy, even amongst 
Manllsts. in his original account of the 'falling rate of profit,' Marx identified certain 



countertendencies-intemified exploitation of labour, cheapening of the elements of 

constant capital (ic. increased efficiency in the manufacture of machines, new sources of 
raw materials); the opening up of industries with low organic composition; increases in 
foreign trade; speed up in the turnover in capital-ail of which might alter the inevitablity of 

the falling rate of profit?' But in neu-orthodox accounts these tend to be seen as subsidiary 
factors?' Certainiy Mandel believes that "the f d  in the average rate of profit is 

ine~capable."~~ 

Cybernetics, by bringing in sight the 'workerless factory' drives this process to a 

climax, placing on the horizon what Mandel terms "the absolute inner limit of the capitalist 

mode of productionn-the point where U y  automated production no longer allows the 

creation of surplus value?' 

The absolute limit . . . lies in the fact that the mass of surplus value itself 
necessarily diminishes as a result of the elimination of Living labour !hm 
the production process in the course of the final stage of mechanization 
automation. Capitalism is incompatible with fully automated production in 
the whole of industry and agriculture, because this no longer d o w s  for the 
creation of surplus value or vaiorization of capital?' 

To secure this prediction Mandel makes certain theoretid assumptions which d e  out 

capital discovering way of lowering the average organic composition by moving outside ils 

traditional factory base. The development of the service sector is discounted on the grounds 

that most work in this area, because it does not change the "bodily form" of a commodity, 

is "unpr~ductive."~~ A shift of labour power to spheres of research and design is similarly 

rejected because such a transformation "would imply a radical suppression of the social 

division between manual and intellecaial labourn which would "undermine the entire 

hierarchical structure of fa~tory."~ Having blocked off these bolt holes, Mandel can be 

confident that the third technological revolution se& the fate of capital. 

Mandel does not see capitalism straightforwardly automathg itself into oblivion. 

Rather, he believes that declining profits will ultimately cause it to check automation. But 
the closure of this route to expansion will lead to crisis ridden stagnation and intensifieci 
codict over the allocation of surplus. In fact, capiîaiism is caught in the histoncal trap 
foreseen by Marx, whekits achievement in expanding the hrces of production unieash 
confiicts that explode the social relations its continuauce requh. While Mandel qualifies 

the finaüty of his verdict, admitting of reprieves and postponements, the teleology is 
. . inscribeci in his master work's title-&gQg&&m. 

In many ways, Mandel's work is a brilliant answet to Bell and the post- 
indusiriaiists. By showing how so many of the allegdy 'new' feahues of contemporary 

society cited by these theorists relate to the very 01d Iogic of accumulation, he effectively 



refutes the claim that the logic of capital bas been replaced by some unprecedented and 
benign 'informational' principle. Mmover, at the tirne of its publication Mandel's 
prediction of renewed economic crisis showeci remarkable prescience compared with the 
post-indusmalists rosy forecasts of unimpeded economic grod .  

However. what snikes w most strongly is the subterranean affinity between 
Mandel and his post-industrial opponents. For to a remarkable degree such "automatic 

Marxism" h r s  the assumptions of the very theories it opposes!' There is disagreement 

about the prospects for scientific-technobgical innovation yïelding capital a smooth, 
evotutionary future. But there is a common view of the forces of ptoduction-seen 

primarily as machines-as central instruments of inevitable social transformations. In U g  

the dance of machines and capitahts moves like clockwork towards a 
foreordained conclusion which uncannily echoes the linearity of postindustrid doctrine. 

Unlike more vulgar scientific W s t s ,  Mandel is not a technological detenninist 

who reduces revolution to a consecpence of autonomous scientific progtess. On the 
contrary, he dialectically relates capital's mechanical seIf-destniCtion to its cornpetitive drive 
for innovation. But he is a socid determinist for whom techology relentlessly executes a 

predecided verdict. The distance between this position and the "bourgeois" faith in ttie 
"omnipotence of technoIogyn is not as great as he would like to imagine. As interpreted by 

Mandel, the doctrine of the faUing rate of profit in fact functions as a mirror image of the 
upward path of progress espoused by Bell and the postindustrialists, the one leadhg as 

surely to socialist victory as the other does to capitalist stability2 
There are theoreticai reasons even for those who share Man&I1s prernises to doubt 

his conclusions. As we have noted, Mant himself noted the existence of countertendencies 

to the 'falling rate of profit,' and many Marxists see its suppsed inevitablity as a special 
case obtaining only under specific conditions." Capitalism's deployment of new 

technologies certainly drives living labour out of production (through automation), but it 

cari also enhance the countertendencies against ttie falling rate of profit by increasing the 
rate of exploitation (througb surveillance and monitoring), cheapening machine production 

(robots making robots), openhg new areas of exploitation with a low orgaaic composition 
(tatiarUation), speaiuig circulation (thmigh aâvertising, marketing Md innovation) aad 
integrating the world market (telecommunicatio~~s). Mandel rejccts such possibiiïties with 

arguments whose inûicacy verges on the quasi-tbeoIogical. But such possibüities scem to 

us significant enough to cast doubt on his kleo10gical ctltaiLlty. This is not to ratify the 
post-indusüialists' dreams of uniaipeded market expansion. But it is to see crisis as 
contingent on the outcome of series of social stnrggia over the scape, scale and velocity of 

cornmodification rather than guarantced by capitai's own intemal Iogic. 



What is remarkable about Mandel's account is the absence of any agency for such 

stniggles. At the moment of crisis, of course, the worlcing class is summoned to seize the 
. . 

revolutionary hou- But a striking feature in the pages of is that this crucial 
protagonist, the ostensible raison d'etre of the whole drama, is in fact largely invisible-far 

less closdy and@ than capital and its machines. When, elsewhere, Mandel does discuss 

the modem prdetariat, it is essentiaiiy to reaffirm the verity of Marx's description of the 

industrial worker, dismiss the significance of the "manipulations" of the mass media, and 

assert the guarantee of revolutionary cornmitment given by "the basic structural stability of 

the proletarian condition."* In such objectivist analysis there is linle sense of labour as a 

living subject, animated by needs and desires; littIe sense that this subject rnight change, 

altering in complexity and capacity in ways at least as dynamic as that of the dead labour 

embodied in machines, or that capitalkt development might itself be cnicially shaped by its 

efforts to hamess and contain the energies of this collective subject. Mandel's dialectic of 

productive forces and relations, in short, skips over class seniggle. It is rhetorically 

prominent but analyticaüy mcillary, the insurgency of the labouring subject merely the 

predestined reflex of capitalism's auto-destruction. 

Moreover, this covert affinity between the detenninism of Marxist scientific 

socialism and bourgeoisie theones of technologicai development extends further to touch 

the very concept of socialisrn. For if socialism is seen as a by-product of the advance of 

science and technology, rather than as a result of peopIeVs cebellion and self-organization, 

the revolutionary task easily h m e s  defineci as the speeding of te ch no scient.^ advance at 

a l i  costs-including the suppression of any resistance or altemative offered by the very 

workers in whose narne the revoiution is undertaken. Where the consequences of this 

concept appeared in truly grotesque fom was of course in the late Soviet regime-in which 

the objectivism of scientific Mancism combined with a logic of vanguatdism, 

substitutionism and technomtic expertise in a fatal mix. 
As a student of Trotsky, Mandel necessarily maintaineci a highly ambiguous 

position towad the Soviet Union. But his notion of a "third technological revolution" has a 
strong similarity to the notion of a "scientific technological revolutionn or "STRNembraced 

by Soviet officiais and acadeniiciaas in the 1960s and 70sv Such th&ries, whidi foresaw 

a new historical epoch inaugurated by cybemetic automation, essentiaüy recapitulated 
bourgeoisie theones of postindustnalism, with the caveat that the beneficiary of the "STR" 

would be not capitalism, but socialisxn. In the Soviet bloc the planned realization of the 

"STR" would be a v i d  lever for the achievement of a classless society, while in the West, 

the anarchy of the market would intensify contradictions, conflict and disintegration. But 

the essential terms of the analysis wcre little différent h m  BeU's or Brezinski's-and the 



accompanying injunctions about the necessity of 'adjusting' people's 'subjective' attitude to 

the new 'objective' realities were, if anything, even more chilling. 

What Links information society îhectry and xientific socialism is a a shared. though 

differently inflected, determinkm that subordinaies the wishes of human subjects to the 
necessity of technoscientific advance. Each duplkates the other's linearity, scientism, and 
techocratic tendencies. As such, both are doctrines suitable for regirnes in which the 

means of production have been sequestered fiom collective conml, whether by a corporate 

or a bureaucratie class, This is precisely why information revolutionaries have been able to 

borrow so much h m  scientific socialists, and vice versa-.'6 The former were of course, 

more successful than the lattef: the Soviet advocates of STR failed to make the innovations 

the Western information revolutionaries are, with at least temporary success, effecting. But 

what divides the promulgators of such doctrines is the sort of distinction that differentiates 

camivorous dinosaurs into tyramosaurs-bulky but deadly-and velocùaptors-fast, agile, 

and even more lethal. With the demise of the Bolshevik experiment, aU the teleological 

certainties of scientific sociaiism have been b o w n  up in the air. The one thing that is sure, 
however, is the irrelevance to future sûuggles of a Marxism convinced of predestined 
triumph, fixated with the industrial factory, and carrying internally the seeds of the very 

dominative logic against which it contends. 

Technology As Domination: The R d  ru Neo-Luddism 

From the late 196ûs-in the very period pootindustrial theory emerged-attitudes 

arnongst many European and Noah American Marxists toward technoscience moved in a 

direction notably different h m  that of scienrific socialism. Confronting assembly lines, 
napalm manufacturers and nuclear power plants, growing numbers of theoreticians and 

activists rediscovered the da&, nighbnarish aspects of Manr's writings on technoiogy. 

Seen through the window of such wrïtings , emergent technologies of automation and 
communication seemed more iikely to strengthen capital han undermine it- The new forces 

of production a m  not as agencies automatidy and autonomously bursting qmt the 

old relations of production, but rather as themselves implacably shaped by those relations, 

designed and deployai at the behest of a niliag class to whosc puposes they were almost 
entirely instrumentai. 

The groundwork for such an UndCLstanding bad in fact previously been laid by the 

Frankfurt School. As is well known, the basic contention of 'criticai theary' developed by 

Max Horkheimer, Thedor Adorno, Herûert Marcuse is that technologid ratioaality , once 

a powerful lever for humanity's liberacion €rom want and superstition. has now itseif 



becorne oppressive. In the "dialectic of the eniightenrnent." means have usurpeci ends, the 

domination of nature has become the domination of man (sic), and the forces of pmduction 
have turned to forces of destruction17 EnabIed by its technoscientific powers both to 

generate endless desires and also to fulfii them. capital exercises a control so 
comprehensive as to produce Marcuse's "one dimensionaI manu-a subject incapable of 

thinking, or even perceiving, beyond the Limits of the systern." 

Although the best work of the Franldua Schwl and their coueagues predated the 

enunciation of postindusîriai theory, their critique of science and technology both 
anticipateci the developments Beli and his colleagues so enthusiastically embraced, and 

colored an entire iine of postwar neo-Manrist response to cornputers and 

telecommunications. As the information revolution intensifiexi in pace during the 1970s and 

1980s. their analysis of technology-asdomination was entended by a variety of theorists, 

some following in the steps of Marcuse and bis colleagries, otbers tracking back more 

directly to Marx. This project developed in two strearns--one focusaxi on the labour 

process, the other exploring the mass media. 

The seminal statement of the labor process sueam is Hany Braverman's study of 

the "degradation of workW- a direct reply to the pos~dustrial clairns of progress toward a 

new and technologically improved era of labour  relation^!^ Basing hinwlf finnly in 
Marx's analysis of the labour process. Braverman argues that the 'scientSc management' 

initiateci by Frederick Winslow Taylor at the turn of the niventieth cenhiry, with its 
separation of conception h m  execution, managerial monopolization of knowledge and 

systematic destruction of skills, is a manifestation of the "great truth of capitalism," namely 

"that the worker must becorne the instrument of labour in the han& of the ~apitalist."'~ 

However cosmeacaily disguiseci, this remains the dominant philosophy of twentieth 

century management. 

The rise of 'white colla? work cited by Beii as evidence of an enlightened 

postindustrial society is for Braverman simply a symptom of the enlarging managerial 

apparatus of administration, supervision and planning. Simiiarly, the new "intellechial 
technologyn of cornputers and communications which postindustrialists expected to usher 
in an era of skiiled and satisfying mental work, for Bravemian signais precisely contrary 

tendency. Whether in the movement of a factory worker foilowing the pace of a 
preprogrammed tool or the monitored keystrdces of an office sec~ctary, the power of the 

new technologies to record, store and reproduce activities previoudy dependent on 

embodied consciousness yields only another extension of Taylorist authonty. in the han& 
of scientific management, machinexy is stized upon as "the prime means whereby 



production may be controUed not by the direct p d u c e r  but by the owners and 

representatives of capital 

This critique of the computerized labour process bas subsequently been developed 

in a number of studiess2 Perhaps the rnost influentid is David Noble's work on 
numencaily conmi id  machine took-technoIogy central to the vision of the 'workerless 

f a ~ t o r ~ . ' ~ ~  Noble argues that the drive to automaie machining cannot be explaineci solely by 

the requirements of a purely technicd efficiency but is marked by the rnanagezïal irnperative 

to gain totai control over the shop floor, and in parcicuh to break the power of skilled, 

unionized machinists. This is demonstratecl by the suppression of technological options 
which would allow workers an element of control over the newly automated processes. 

Noble shows that even when this participation migbt have irnproved the operations of the 

system--by aiiowing for revision of programmeci insrnictions accordhg to circumstances - 
the managerhl desire to eliminate the human eIement prevaiied. Indeed, the whole thrust of 

capital's use of information technology in the workplace is, Nobel argues, fundarnentidiy 

anti-human, predicated on a mode1 of "progress without people."" 

The other strand of the technoIogy-asdominaiion school is that &votai to the 

media and communication, In an enormously important move beyond the 'factory' focus so 

apparent in the work of 'classic' Marxists such as Mandel, Adorno and Horkheimer had 
argued that the subordination of society to capital is largely the work of the "cuIture 

industryW-the enteaainments and adverrisement conglomerates which mate artificid 
needs, distract dissent, and endlessly endorse the facticity of the existing o r ~ l e r . ~ ~  

Subsequently, broadly Marxian scholars such as Herbert SchiiIer, Vincent Mosco, Dailas 
Smythe and Nicholas Gamham have deepened this analysis with detailed researcb into the 

operations of the capitalist mediaJ6 In doing so, they have pruduced an anaiysis of 

capitalism's technological power just as sombre as that discovered on the shopflmr, but 

expanded over a vastly greater sphere. 
Here the work of Schiller c m  be taken as exemplary?' Explicitly targeting theorists 

who cIaim we are witnessing the transcendence of capital in "an individualized, electronic 
global commune," he has consistentiy argued that wbat is occurring is mther a push toward 

a "corporate-con~iied information ~ociety."'~ Focussing on the US sibation, Schiiler 
shows how in aü areas of information technology-hardware, software, and transmission 

networks-the flux of innovation foilows a path of relentiess cornmodification. The new 

satellites, fibre optics and cornputer networks are deployed to create a media explosion 

whose apparent pluratism is belied by the near total absorption of thousands of 
newspapers, magazines, radio stations, TV channels and cabIe systcm into a few giant 
media combines. 



From these strucnires of ownership flows ideological control. Lmplicitly followuig 

the classic Manrist logic by which economic base mut determine ideational superstructure. 
and especiaüy the argument that conml of the mans of utaierial production gives the 
ability to shape the leading ideas of the age, Schiller hisa that cozporate domination of 
communications industries yields a prodigious power over the ionnation of popular 
consciousness. While information society theorists daim that a proMeration of technologies 

and channels democratizes and diversifies opinion formation. Schiller argues thaî the giant 

media corporations generate. filter and refine the flows of imagery , news and entenainment 
to exclude anything that mïght subvert the interest of owners or advertisers and to 

systematicaliy intensify the cornmodification of social relations. 
"The consequence." says Schiller, echoing Marcuse,"is a national discourse that is 

increasingly one dimensional."" Aithough he dows for contradictions produced by 
conflict within and arnongst media industries or between such industries and other sectors 
of capital. the ovemhelming weight of bis analysis points to the "systematic envelopment 

of human consciousness by corporate spee~h ."~  And since information technoIogies are 
seen as a cenaal instrument in this envelopment. the assessrnent of them is 

comprehensively negative: 

It is not a question of "eithersr". . . good technology or bad technology 
use. It is solely a matter of developing and using the new communication 
technology for holding on to the cconornic benefits deriveci h m  a world 
system of power. . . insistence on the potentiai and positive features of the 
cunent communication instrumentation is disingenuous at bestb' 

"Mind management" in the cultural sphere becornes thus the corollary of deskilling and in 
the workplaceP2 

These two streams of technology-as-domination analysis-one focussed on the 
labor process and the other on the media-are melded by Frank Webster and Kevin Robins 
in their relentlessly bleak account of "cybernetic ~apitalisrn."~~ This &es explicit the 
co~ection of Taylorism with media management. Taylorism, Webster and Robins point 
out. was in its onginai formulation not ody a doctrine of shop floor conml but also an 
overaii social philosophy which p w u e d  increasing productivity as "the key to fiiture 
prosperity , harmony and prognss TM The &ployaient of information khnology 
represents the reaiization of üi is second phase of "generaüzed or social Taylorism," 
extending capitalist control of knowledge and information beyond the factory to society as a 
whok? 

Conftonting this prospect, Webster and Robias amfulate the deep foreboding 



This . . . is what we foresee in the funire: a society in which corporate 
capital, using the most advanced forms of I.T. that have been designeci to 
suit its requirements and constantly taking about the imperaiives and 
promises of a technologicai revolution, extends and consolidates its hold in 
society, strengthening its conuo1 over employees (and shedding significant 
numbers) while intruding further into the everyday lives of consumers both 
groups of whom it observes, analyzes and schemes about what changes 
might be to the company's advantage and perceiveci as inevitable-by those 
likely to suffer h m  restructuring-or desirable-by those able to pay the 
going rate. Behind, often in front, and almost aiways in collusion with this 
centralized corporate capital, is anaigned a discipünary staie, equipped with 
the latest surveillance technologies, able to contain dissent h m  those 
minorities mwiliing to accede to the market's control or unable, through 
unemployment andfor poverty, to participate in its technologies of 
abundanceP6 

The changes presented by information revolutionaries as liberatory increases in individual 
autonomy signify the very opposite-greater reach for the 'visible hanci' of managerid 

control, now exercised through an arsenal of devices for broadcasting, monitoring and 

surveillance to ailow the observation and shaping of social subjects as both workers and 

custorners. 

Although scientific socialists, like Mandel, had always condemned the uses to 

which capital puts technology, this critique of the technology-asdomination cut much 

deeper. For scientific socialists, machines are neutrai, aithough capital's depIoyment of 

them is objectionable. For technology-asdomination theorists, however, this apparent 

neutrality is a lie. Technologies embody social choices made by those with power over their 
construction. Politicai intentions are present not ody at the level of use, but of research and 

consmction--not mereIy in what is doue with machines, but in how they are designed, 

and, indeed, in whether potential innovations are realized at a i i  or suppressed. 
The thought that technology might, in its very core, incarnate the intentions of the 

capitalists who make hem, while ceaainly present in Marx, was h t  edarged on by the 

Fmkfurt School theorists-who nevertheless clung, somewbat selfcontradictorily to the 

hope that technological raîionality might be rescued h m  capital's grasp. But in the 
subsequent development of this line of thought, the redemptive hope largely fades. In a flat 
contradiction of scientific socialism's technological optimism, macbiues are seen as 
buttressing rather tban overturaing established power. Noble says: 

Tectmology . . . is not an irreduciile fïrst cause; its social eEécts follow 
fiom social causes that brought it into being; behind the technology thaî 
affixts social relations lie the very same social relations. Littie wonder, 
then, that the technology usually tends to reinforce rathcr than subvert those 
relationsP7 



lncreasingly technological development cornes to be seen as so deeply tainted by drives 

toward domination and omnipotence as to constitute a social pathology-a madness to be 

resisted at a l l  costs."" 
Frorn such a position, it is nahiral that many techndogy-as-domination theorists 

look for inspiration to the machine wreckers of the k t  industrial Revolution-the 

Luddites. For Noble, Webster and Robins the pejorative use of this epithet by information 

revolutionaries slanders the real nature of a movement which represented a coherent protest 

against destructive industrialkation advanced un&r the banner of technological necessity. 

And, just as in the first indushial revolution capitaI accumulated itself through popular 

imrniseration, so the computerized 'second industrial revoIutionl will expand corporate 

weaith and control by massive dislocation, deskilling, and unemployment- What is required 
to confront this prospect is a revival of the resistant spirit of General Ludd-a neo-Luddism 

for the information ageP9 

Thus for Noble "the essence of technology question today" is that "there is a war 
on. but ody one side is a~med."'~ Notions of technologid transcendene peddled by 
information society theorists are no more than Iegitimation. for the corporate assault on 

workers. Given capital's control of research and innovation, the immediate possibility of 

shaping and humanking the approaching wave of technological change is minimal. Rather. 

leftist energies should be directeci toward an immediate effort at halting, or at least 

drasticdy slowing, its diffusion. Pointing to the actual incidence of sabotage amongst 

people replaced by computers, Noble declares that " if workers have begun to smash the 

physical machinexy of domination <then> responsible inteiiectuais must begin to 

deliberately smash the mental machinery of  domination^' 
Of al i  the positions examineci in this chapter, this neo-Luddite stance seems to us 

the most insightfid. It is the one that most fÙliy confronts the ambition of the information 

society project, not as as a foreordained ascent of civilization, but as a strategy of societal 

power. This theoretical perspective is backed with concrete studies of the shaping of new 

technologies to capitalist ends, both in the workplhce and beyond it. And the consequent 

call for resistance has an integrity lacking in the obeisances paid by scientific socialists and 

social democrats alike to capitaiist 'progres.' 

However, such analysis also has serious and uitimately self-dcfeating limitations. 

At mot this is because the technology-asdomination s c b l  overestimate capital's capacity 
to command living labour with dead labour. It restores the human subject which objective 

Marxism banishes, but it inuoduces this subject primarily as victim. in this respect, the 

reproach often levelled against Braverman's Iabour process analysis-that it sets workers 

only as the passive objects of capitalist designs, and ignores the consequcnces of their 



cornter-strategies and resistances-is justifieci. So too are the aiticisms made of media 
analysts who acknowledge audiences only as the cultural dupes of advertisers. On both 
fronts, capitalismls intentions and its capacities are too easily equated-a mnflation which 
Stewart Ewen has rightly criticized for its belief in "the self-generating potency of . . . 
technology and dominati~n."'~ 

The more persuasively such analysis demonstrates the complete instrumentaIity of 

technoscience to capital, the harder it becornes to credibly posit opposition or dtemative. 
This of course is precisely where the F M o r t  School encountered a fatal self- 

contradiction. For if technological dominance was in fact as total as Adorno or Horkheimer 

suggested, it became difficult to explah even the basis for their own critical viewpoint, let 

alone how it could possibly inform any political project. Criticai theory relentlessly painted 
itself into a corner, where hope could oniy be sustained at the price of heroic inconsistency. 

This dilernma is repeated by many later theorists whose portrait of the inexorable weight of 
techno-capitai tends toward a dystopianisrn in which the search for revolutionary possibility 

gives way to informatic nightmares of omnicompetent indoctrination, surveillance and 

mbotization-a radical pessimism which, while certainly puncturing the euphoria of 

information society theory, also concedes its hegemony over the fuûm. 
The problern is only partidy addressed by the neo-Luddite theorists. In reviving 

the figure of the machine-smasher their analyses vigorously reassert the active capacity of 

capital's subjects-but oniy in a reactive mode. Such defensiveness can end in the 
romanticization of forms of labour which are either alreaày manif'tiy dehumanizing, or, 

alternatively, which represent islands of relative pnvilege (the tendency of labour process 

analysts to focus on the predicament of highly skilled maIe workers is a case in point.) 

Further, it can take little account of the possiiility-particuiarly apparent in the field of 

media and communication technologies-that capital's labouring subjeccs may find real use- 

values, perhaps even subversive ones, for the new technologies. 

Ultimately, this position suffers the deficiencies of aU oppositional theones that 

conceive stniggle oniy as resistance, and not as counter-initiative. Most neo-Luddite 

authors in fact admit the need to evennially develop perspectives not just of r b n c e ,  but 

of reappr~priation?~ But the themetical optic they have so powerfully developd canaot 
r d l y  register such possibilities. For if capital does possess such entire, unilaterai powers 

to implant its logic into technologies as neo-Luddites assert, then efforts to recapaire these 
systems or tum hem to alternative use are fondoomcd. 

It should be noted that although such critiques ofkn begin with a rediscovery of 
Marx, they frequentiy end with a repudiation of him. For the more smngly M a d s  

writings on technology as domination are emphasized, the greater the inclination to dismiss 



or regret bis equally undeniable assertions about its liberatoq potcatiais. Although Marx 
was clearly sympathetic to the Luddiw, he was also critical of them -reniarking that 

. . . it took time and experience before the workers learnt to dis~nguish 
between machinery and its employment by capital, and transfer dieu attacks 
h m  the material instruments of production to the form of society which 
utilizes these in~tniments?~ 

For many neo-Luddites. such comments oniy show how deeply Marxism was rnortgaged 
to bourgeois ideas of progress, and its inadequacy to the current crisis. However, in theu 
justified attacks on scientific socialism nem-Luddites have in fact discafded something 
critical in Marx's vision-his understanding of technologicai development as a contradictory 
process yielding countervailing possibilities for contendhg agencies-To afnlm and extend 
this latter strand, we need theory which. without reverting to the automatisrn of scientific 
socialism. can tind in technological knowledge empowerment not just for capital, but of 
those who fight agauist it. 

Post-Fordism: From the R e g a o n  School to New Times? 

The discovery of such a perspective has, however, been complicated by the 

emergence of yet another line of Manllan analysis. one moving in an almost didpetrically 
opposite direction h m  neo-luddism. If this line also leads eventually to a departure fiom 
Marxîsm, it rakes its exit by an opposite door: one marked not by despair at the oppressive 
power of capital's uew technologies but by enchantment with theu Kberatory potentials. 
And if this tendency marks a r e m  to a 'positive' Madan attitude towards technology, it 
is one very different h m  the revolutionary teleology of scientific socialism. For what it 
lmks forward to is not the inevitable victory of sociaiism, but the techaological 
reconciliation of workers with capital. 

Much of this analysis has marched under the banner of 'pst-Fordism.' 'Post- 
Fordism' is, it should be emphasid, a phrase that has entered a diversity of sometimes 
very different theoretical positions. Not a l l  analysis that uses the term shares the spirit of 
compromise that we are gohg to discuss hat: for example,we would clearly exempt h m  

our criticisms the wodr of David Harvey and several of the radical geographers who have 

followed in his fo~tsteps.~~ Indeed, later in this work we wii i  ourselves sornetimes use the 

phrase as a handy label to designate certain important m u t  changes in the way capitalism 
operates. But nevertheles an invocation of 'post-Fordist 'realities har become M y  

associated with a perspective that b ~ g s  neo-Marxian analysis su~prisingiy close to that of 
liberal academics, management coosultants. and, indeed, to the positions of the information 
society theorists. 



To understand this process, it is necwsary to look at one of the mots of the post- 
Fordist concept, in the work of the French 'Regulation School' of political economy. In 
what seemed in ongin a classic Manrian project, theorists such as Michel Aglietia and Alain 
Lipietz set out to investigate the conditions governing the surprisingly successful and 

ongoing reproduction of contemporaq capitalist society. Capitalism, they proposed, is 
neither an historicaiiy invariant formation, aor one teleologica.Uy destineci to collapse. 
Rather, it repeatediy overcomes intemal contradictions by generaiing successive "regimes 
of accumulation"-intermeshed orderings of wage relations, consumption norms, and state 
intervention which synchronize the overall social prerequisites for the extraction and 
realization of surplus-~alue.'~ Consolidation of such a regime depends on the successful 
development of a "mode of regulation" based on "the institutional forms, procedures and 
habits which either coerce or persuade private agents to conform to its schema,"" and also, 
in some later versions of the theory, on its integration of a viable "industrial paradigrn," or 
technologicai system of pr~duction.'~ 

The principal application of this theoretical perspective has been to develop the 
category of 'Fordism.' Fordism of course takes its name from the integration of a Taylorist 
division of labour with intense mechanilation pioneered in the aubplant assembly lines of 
Henry Ford. inspired by Antonio Gramsci's fragmentary but suggestive essay 
"Americanism and Fordism," Regulation School theorists expanded the meaning of the 
term to designate the regirne of accumulation characteristic of industrial capitalism during 
the rniddle period of the twentieth ~enniry?~ Fordism in this sense was a comprehensive 
system of social organization, coordinathg factory-based assernbly-line production, mass 
markets consuming standardized manufactureci goods, and Keynesian stabilization of the 

business cycle. Under Fordisrn, capital enjoyed its pst-World War I I  "Golden Age." 
But in the late 1%0s and early 1970s. the Regulation School argues, Fordism 

encountered a serious crisis. Their accounts of its causes Vary in the writings of various 
theorists-ranging through a sahuation of mass markets, shopfloor disaffection, the fiscal 
costs of the welfare state, and changing conditions of global cornpetition. Offen these 
factors are combined in an impeccably overdeterrnined account. But in any event, 
Regulation School theorists agree that, starhg about twenty five years ago, capital's most 
successful regime of accumulation began to falter; sliding profit rates inaugurateci a period 
of continuing flux and uncertainty, disintegration and restrucnuing in the global emnomy 
that continues to this &y. 

If Fordism is breaking up, the obvious issue is: what will succecd it ? This is the 
question theories of a 'post-' or 'nm'  Fordist regime attempt to answer. While accounts of 
the emergent regirne vary in detail, it is g e n d y  agreed that it wiii œntrally involve ihe 



introduction of new technologies-a change in "industrial paradigm." Agiietta himself 
speculated that a "neo-Fordist" regime would replace the "mechanical principlen of the 

assembly line with computerized systems'based on the "informational pnnciple."'OHis view 
of such developments was far h m  rosy: while their &val unieashed "the most shameless 

propaganda about the liberation of man in work." they actuaiiy meant intensifieci workpIace 

deskilling and, at the level of Society as a whole "a strong totaiitarian tendency."" Some 

theorists drawing on his work cetain this sceptical orientation. But others have elaborated 

the idea of post- Fordism far more optimisticaIly. 

Here the Regdation School's Marxism intersecfi in a remarkable way with non-, 

indeed anti-Marxist, perspectives. One of the most important of these is the work of 

Michael Piore and Charles SabeI on the "second industrial di~ide."'~ Piore and Sabel, far 
from being Marxists, are, if anything, Aoudhonist in their onentation-fascuiated by the 
prospects of escaping the alienation of modem capitalism by return to small-scale. 

cooperative, artisanal production? For these theorists, the disintegration of Fordism 

arnounts to a moment equivalent in importance to the 6rst i n d u s a  revolution, On the 
other side of this divide lie bright prospects. information technologies possess a . 

reprogrammability ihat gives them a plasticity unknown to dedicated industnal machinery. 
This, Piore and Sabel argue, wiU aiiow the restoration to the workplace of the judgeanent, 

leaming and variety lost to Taylorism. 

New computerized systems of "flexible specialization" can both respond to the 

disaggregation of standardized Fordist mass consumption into more fluid, niched and 

custornized markets and at the same time supersede the deadening routine of Fordist mass 
production?* The monotony of the industrial assembly line will give way to versatile high- 
tech craft work that requires the w i h g  engagement of the operator's knowledge and 

attention and places a pcemium on cooperation between management and worker. The 

result Piore and Sabel claim, will be to dissolve the alienation and antagonism of the 
capitalist workplace and lay the bais  for a new, artisanal, computerized post-Fordist 

"yeoman democracy 
By the mid 1980s, the production of such optimistic post-Fordist prophecies had 

becorne a veritable &mic uidusûy.lbe concept of a new regime of k u m h t i o n  was 

variously mauied with theones of flexible specialization, Japanese management or Swedish 
humanized workplaces to generate a series of predictive models of labour/ capital 
cooperation in the new e p o ~ h 8 ~  With their promise of a new era pivotaliy shaped by 

cornputers and telecommunications, îhese versions of post-Fordism triggercd mernories 

amongst both critics and supporters of post-industrialism and information society theory . 
Indeed, for its pcoponents on the left, one of the attractions of the concept was undoubtedly 



that it represented a rejoinder to such theories. It seemed to offer a way of talking about 
computers that did not pxecend capitalism had ceased to exist, yet did not box itself into the 
relentless pessimism of theories of techology-asdomination!' Yet in doing so, it often 
replicated the most problematic aspects of pst-industriai theory. For, as Pelaez and 

Holloway point out in their scathing attack on theories of pst-Fordisru, in many of these 

accounts the complexity of Aglietta's original analysis of the crisis of Fordism is simplifieci 
into a blunt technological detenninism whereby it is the sheer force of new technologies 
that produces the new erass 

A more sophisticated version of the argument-strongiy advanced by Lipietz, a 
founder and foremost popularïzer of Reguiation School tbeory-is that the crisis of Fordism 
opens the way to a variety of alternative accumulation regirnes. Some of these would be 
better for workers than others. One could have either neo-Fordist regimes-in which 
informatics duplicate and intensify traditional patterns of exploitation-or t d y  pst-Fordist 
systems, which take advancage of the new technological opportunities for reskilling and 

responsibility. For Lipietz, the pursuit of this latter path, the search for a "a way out of the 
crisis" based on "responsible involvement," in which workers gain higher security, higher 
pay, a d o r  shorter hours in r e m  for their cooperatim in pst-Taylorist high technology 
systems represents "the dream of a new deal for the 21st ~entury."~~ 

However, many critics have suggested that such dreams of a high-tech "new deal" 
rest on a very uncritical acceptame of management propaganda about new production 
systems. Post-Fordist analysis, they charge, de-emphasizes the way "flexible 
specialization" segments the workfo~e between a 'core' of permanent skilied workers and 

a 'periphery' of casualized and ternporary employees?' It also often glosses over how, 
even within this 'core,' the new pst-Taylorist work organization, with its 'autonomous 
work teams,' peer plicing, and intenialized competition have been developed as an attack 
on trades union strength? Morover, its customary contrasts between diay assembly lines 
and clean computers ignores the ceality of stress, repetitive strain injuries, eye strain, and 

electronic sweatshops . 
To this we would add that many theorists of pst-Fordism are often silent about the 

way automation and global communication have been deployed to sweil the resewe anny of 
the unemployed, in a way that feFociously undercuts the strength of movements stniggling 
for irnproved conditions of work and life. Even where these negazive features of 
restnicturing are recognized in 'pst-Fordist' andysis, as they are in some of Lipietz's 
work, they are seen as contingent options, mdesirablc alternatives within an array of social 
options. What is not confrontcd is the possibility identifieci by neo-Luddite anaiysts, 
namely that these descniciive outcomcs might not be subsidiary to capital's logic, but rather 



central to it -that pst-Fordist resmcauing might k a projea predicated on discipline 
through austerity as a pruequisite for friture profit. in this view. the weakening of 
mistance. on the shopflmr and in society at large, is a cemal purpose in the corporate 
deployment of new technologies. and the chances of negotiating a "new deal" around their 
use are thus probably illusory . 

This tendency to downplay the darlrer side of capitalist restnicturing is even more 
apparent when pst-Fordism has entered discussions on media and popular culture. Just as 

in the the labour process debate the pst-Fordist cachet often marked a shift away h m  

pessirnism about the degradation of work toward pst-Taylorist optimism. so in the field of 

culture it has been associateci with a rejection of sombre theones of miad-management in 

favour of an effervescent enthusiasm for 'popular culture.' A salient example is the concept 
of 'New Times' proposed in the British journal ToPpy by a cluster of authors 
including Stuart Hall. Dick Hebdige, Robin Murray and John LJrryP2 In the New Times 
analysis the switch h m  standardized mass consumption to flexible specialization is seen as 

bringing with it an intensifiai attention to advertking, design, fashion, media and market 
information. This generates a postmodem ambience of slidiag signifiers, simulacra and 

spectacle, a cultue whose volatility and recombiriancy both refiectî and contributes to the 
Ruidity of pst-Fordist production systeais?' 

However, in marked contrast to theorists such as Schiller, New Times analysts do 
not view this explosion of media and imagery with suspicioa or alann. Rather. the new 
scope of consumer choice-including the proliferation of media charnels-and the energetic 
experimentation of pst-Fordist commercial culture, with its gender-benduig 

advertisements, socially conscious pducts, gIobal eclecticism and self conscious embrace 
of feminism and multiculairalism. are seen as opening an exciting space replete with 

possibilities for the fomis of Me championed in various identity politics. Hail speaks of the 

disintegration of Fordism cataiyzing a "revolution of the subject," and creating an 
"expansion in the positionalities and identities available to ordinary Exhorting the 
left to adapt to the plttrahhg, decentralking and variegating aspect of the new cultural 

regime he cites Marx's famous lines about the dynamic effects of "the constant 
revolutioniang of productionn in which "all fixeci, fast fnnen relatio&hips . . . are swept 
away . . . Ail that is solid melts away." 

In the eyes of critics such as A. Sivanandan, however, what has melted away in the 

enthusiasm for pst-Fordism is the solidity of Man& c~rnmitments?~ Even more 
moderate critics voiced coacems that the "designer socialismn of Haü and his colleagues 
expressed the Iiniited perspectives of a fi.acti011 of left inteliigentsia favound by the growth 

of new cultural industries, and that theu enthusiasm for "new times" was achieved only at 



the expense of forgetthg about "old enexnies."% And indeed. the New T i  celebrations 

of post-Fordism's cultural vivaciiy seem rcmarkably indifferent to the appearance in 
Thatchexite Bntain of new exclusions and stratification at least as pernicious as the 

massifid divisions of Fordism. Eloquent about the irnproved choices post-Fordism brings 

to consumers, it was very dent on the street-level bricolage left for those destituted by the 

degradation of the welfare state. When this is taken together with an evident distaste for the 

militancies of miners' strikes or ami-poll tax riots, a politics hovering vaguely on the left of 

a Labour Party marching rapidly to the nght, and a theoretical rapprochement with 

specificdly 'post-Marxist ' theorists, it is difficuit not to think that the New Times analysis 

ma& the title of into a very postmodern irony. 

Distaste for such positions has led many Marxists to entkly reject the caîegories of 

Fardism and post-Fordist as a mystification of capital's perenniai, and ugly, features. This 

may k to throw the baby out with the bathwater. The argument that capital entered a phase 

of drastic restructuring in the early 1970s is a compelling one. in reco-g this shift, 

theorists who use the category of post-Fordism have often been more alert to important 

changes in work, culture, and politics than their more orthodox Marxist critics. They could 

even be said to have rediscovered a sense of the dynamic, tumultuous and experimental 

nature of capitalist development that was salient in Marx's own writings, but is often 

forgotten by those who insist that capital is always 'the same old thiugT7 
However, to agree with the post-Fordists that capitaiism is undergohg a period of 

rapid change is not to assent to their analysis of the cause, course or consequence of this 

transformation. As Julie Graham has pointed out, embedded w i t b  the theoretical 

apparatus of the Regulation School is a deep tendency to downplay the conflict at the hart 

of capitalist societyP8 For their analysis takes as its focus and "point of entryn the 

requirements for capital's successful organizafion of society, not the contestation of its 

mlePg Its research agenda is built amund capitalist gmwth, not class stmggle. Once such 

study is divorced h m  scientSc socialists' teleology of inevitable breakdowu, it tacitly 
enters onto the same ground as non- or anti-Marxist tfieories of economic development, so 

that "Marxism beçomes another theory of capitalist growth, focusing prinanJy on those 

social processes that promok capital accumulation and excluding ho& that do n ~ t . " ' ~  'Ihe 

result, as Graham notes, is a vision that is premised on the "vitality and uncontestcd 

hegemonyn of capital's reproduction, but "obscures the weaLnesses and instabilities of that 

process (and) hides the failures and unevenness that make non-capitalist alternatives an 

existing and future option."'Oi 

This emphasis on the historiai adapîability of capital, takm in conjunction the 
general demoralization of the left in the 1980s. has led to a very rapid acceptana that what 



will emerge h m  the crisis of Fordism can on& be another capitalist regime of 
accumulation. The assumption that restnicturing will succeed-an inverse refiection of 
scientific socialism's faith in inevitable collapse-leads, by graduai but inexorable stages, to 
a circumscription of left action. Even in the work of Lipietz, shrewdest and most 
persuasive of pst-Fordist refonnists, it is impossible not to be stmck by how emphaticaiiy 
socialisrn is ruled off the agenda for the foreseeable future, how complete is the acceptance 
of the hegernony of the market, or how large the concessions to the corporate agenda for 
the reorganization of work. The only issue becornes what sort of capitalist regime will 

ernerge, and how good a "&alw workers and social movements c m  cut within it. 
This effects what Les Levidow has termeci a "foreciosure of the future."'02 By 

implicitly accepting the success of capital's restructuring it directs attention away h m  

fonns of action which might challenge chat completion. It shuts the door on strategies 
where workers' knowledge of new production systems yield, not partnership with 

management, but new ways to chalienge managerial command, and new ways in which 
ernergent media networks are made to circulate stmggles rather than commodities. in doing 
so, it represses tadicd potentidi ties in favour of reformist hopes.lo3 This is done in the 
name of realism. But given the enonnous offensive capacity the new technologies aiiow 
global business, the expectation that capital will negotiate any reformist compromise unless 
faced with a serious chaiienge to its overail control of society is itseif utterIy utopian. For 
Lipietz, the task is " to find a way out of the crisis." But the Marxist project has never been 
to help capitalism find a way out of crisis. It has been to find a way of capitaiism. This is 
precisely the possibility that much pst-Fordist writing abdicates. 

Conclusion: Condition T e h i ?  

In this chapter we have seen how various schools of Marxism have responded in 
radically contrasting ways to the 'information revolution.' This diversity of response arises 
h m  the complexity of Marx's own writings on technology. The amplification and 

extension of different aspects of these tcxts has given rise to very different perspectives on 
the relation of machines to social change. Scientific socialisrn has conCnved of a 
teleological interaction of forces and relations of productioa, lcading to the eventuai 
coliapse of capital; technology-asdomination theorists, on the other hand, see machinery as 
consolidating and âeepening capitalist powcr. and pst-Fordists have oftcn f m d  in new 
technologies the promise of a hunianization of work which w d d  transccnd the ûaditional 
patterns of exploitation. 



Ail these accounts suBer major defects as a reply to the anti-hiiamist challenge of the 
information revolutionaries. In a way that uncannily minors the logic of their opponents, 
scientific socialism effectively liquidates human agency, and substitutes for it an 
inexorable. and uitimately sinister, techno1ogica.i automatism. Techoology-asdomination 
theorists restore to view the question of the subjectivity constituted by a machine saturated 
society- but can conceive of it only as a process of victirnized exploitation, to which the 
best response is a reactive, heroic. but probably hopeless neo-Luddism. Many post-Fordist 
accounts. on the other hand have embraced so much of the information revolutionaries own 
euphoria about the new subject of techology as to essentially abdicate the negative moment 

of critique and subscribe to capital's own logic of technological development. 
Indeed, al1 three perspectives lead. although by different routes, to potential 

disintegrations of or exits fmm Marxism: scientific socialism shattered by the confounding 
of teleological optimism rnarked by the events of 1989; neo-Luddism descendhg into a 
dystopian, radical pessimism; and severai versions of post-Fordism converging with a 
post-Marxist politics that claims to go 'beyond' issues of capital and class. Surveying these 
dead-ends, it would appear that the information age has put M&m into a terminal 
condition. 
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Chapter 4 

CYCLES 

introduction 

There is, however, another perspective on technology and power within the Marxist 
tradition-one that can be referred to as "autonomist ~&sm." '  The prefix s i w e s  a 
Manllsm that takes as its premise not the dominative power of capital, but the potentiai 
freedom of people frorn that domination. Clearly no one group could or should claim 
monopoly over such a perspective. And indeed, the genealogy of autonomist Marxism, as 
describeci by its main Engiish language archivist and chronicler, Harry Cleaver. is dccp and 
wide, reachg back to council cornmunism and even anarch~l~~mrnunisrn, and stretching 
out to c o ~ e c t  with the work of CLR. James, the French "Socialisme ou Barbarie" group. 
and E.P. Thompson and his students? But of pdcular importance in this network is a 
cluster of theorists associatecl with the nautommia" movement of Italian workers, students 
and feminists of the I96ûs and 70s. including Raniero Pamieri, Mario Tronti, Sergio 
Bologna, Romano Alquati, Mariarosa Dalia Costa, Francois Berardi, and Antonio Negri? 

In the late 1970s. autonornia was destroyed in one of the fiercest yet least-known 
episodes of political repression in the recent history of metroplitan capital, and the work of 
this group of inteilectual-activists violently inte- by exile aad imprisonment. TheU 
brand of ManciSm, anathema to neuliberals, Soviet-style mmenklancra and social 
democrats alike, came to cons titute a largely subterranean tradition.' Yet over the political 
winter of the 1980s and 90s it has continued to develop, undergoing new mutations and 

making fizsh intemationai connections J ~ransgressiag the conventionai Iimits of Manrist 

thought, but built on the foundations of Marx's work and extending it hto the 
contemporary world, autonomist Mancism proposes not an 'ex-Manllsm' or a 'pst- 
Marxism' but a "Marx beyond M ~ ~ Y c . " ~  

Moreover, to pit autonomist Manism agaht information revolutionaries is no 
arbitrary juxtaposition. G m p s  within the orbit of twtonumia were among the first to 

analyze the postindustrial resûucturing of capital as a weapon aimed against social 
upheaval. Since that tirne certain autonomist theorists, most notably Negri, have devoted 
increasing attention to the vast new informationai apparatus of contemporazy capitalism. 
What makes their perspective peculiarly notable is that it grasps the aew forms of 
knowledge and communication not only as instruments of capitalist domination, but also as 
potential resources of anti-capitalist stniggle. While autonomists have by no meam b a n  
alone in raising such possibilities, the theoretical inventiveness and scope with which they 



explore these issues is puhaps exceptional, and &y under-acknowledged. We 
therefore read autonomist Manrism (and it is worth emphasizing that this is ïndeed a 
reading of the autonomists' work. just as theirs is an active, inventive rrading of Mm) as a 

subversive counter-uiterpretation of the information revolution, contrïbuting to the 

reconstruction of a twenty-kt century communism capable of conf'ronting computerized 
capitalism with a radicaiiy alternative vision of comrnunity and communication. 

in this chapter we will suggest how autonomist analysis opens a way to understand 
the widespread introduction of uiformation technologies as a moment in an ongoing 'cycle 
of smggles,' and to assess the current state of 'class composition' within elecmnic 
capitalism. But first it may be usefui to outline some of the basic theoretical concepts of 
autonomist Marxism. and, in particuiar. its understandhg of the Uiterweavhg of 
technology and power. 

The Perspective of Autonmy 

At the heart of autonomist analysis lies Marx's familiar analysis of the relation 
between labour and capital: a relation of exploitation in which workers, separated h m  the 

means of production, are compeiied to seii the Living labour power h m  which the capitalist 
extracts surplus value. In elaborating this accouat, however, most Western Mantisms have 

tended to emphasize oaly the dominant and inexorable logic of capital, to a degree such h t  

its accumulative logic, unfolding according to ineluctable (even if W y  seif ' tntctive) 
laws, figures as the unilateral force shaping the contemporary world? The autonomists' re- 
discovery-startling enough that Yves Moulier temu it a "Copemican inversionn in pst- 
war Marxism-was that Marx's analysis affirms the power, not of capital, but of the 

mative human energy Marx calied "labourn-"the iiving, form-giving flamen constitutive of 

society8 

As Tronti put it: 

W e  too have worked wïth a concept that puts capitalist development fim, 
and workers second- This is a mistake. And now we have to tuni the 
problem on its head, reverse the polarity, and s t a a  again h m  @e 
beginning: and that beginning is the class struggle of the wodang class? 

Far h m  king a passive object of capitalist designs, it is in fact the worker who is the 

active subject of production. the weii-spring of the skiüs, innovation and cooperation on 
which capital &pends.'0 Capital attempts to incorporate labour as an objact, a component in 
its cycle of value extraction, so much labotupowcr. But this inclusion is always partial, 
never M y  achieved. Laburing subjects resist capital's reduction. Labour is for capital 
always a problematic 'othef which must constandy be controlied and subdued, and which 



as persistently, circumvents or challenges this command. Insofar as workets, rather than 
king organized by capital, smggle against it, they constitute the working class. 

This distinction between Iabour power and working class was origbaliy Marx's." 
But by reviving it, the autonomists opened a way beyond the sterility of much subsequent 
Marxist class anaiysis- For by saying that "the working class is defined by its stmggle 
against capital," they shmgged off elaborate taxonomies circumscniing the 'real workers' 
as some (usually diminishing) fraction of collective Iabour-manuai, industrial, or %lue 
collar.'12 Rather, they opened a perspective wtiich could see tendencies to incorporation 
within capital (as labour power) and independence from capital (as working class) as 
opposite polarities or contending potentialities that permeate the entirety of capital's labour 
force, understood in its broadest scope. In this view, working class stmggles are the 
paradoxical insurgencies of subjects capital 'classes' only as hwnan sesources against that 
limitation-what Cleaver bas recently termed "struggles to ceas king defined as either a 

class or as a working cla~s."'~ 
To anaiyze such stniggies autonomists use the concept of c h s  composition.'' As 

Cleaver points out, this is a striking instance of their "inversionn of classical Marxist 
catego~ies.'~ Marx had ceferreci to the way technological change results in a change in the 
"composition of the coliective Iabourer." l6 But his original account of the "organic 
composition" of capital focused on the power of capital to k t  production through the 
accumulation of machines. En autonomist theory, however, this emphasis is reversed: the 
anaiysis of class composition is aimed at assessing the capacity of living labour to wrest 
control away h m  capital." It starts from workers' stmggles: how they arise, how they are 
comected or divideci, theù relation or Iack of relation to 'official' workers' organizations, 
and their capacity to subvert capitalist command.18 It measures the "level of needs and 
desires"-expressed in political, cultural and social organization-which constitute the 
working class as what Negri terms a "dynamic subject, an antagonistic force tending 
toward its own independent ide~~tity."'~ 

Class composition is in constant change. If workers resisting capital compose 

themselves as a coiiectivity, capital must sûive to &compose or break up this ihreaîening 
cohesion. It does this by constant revolutionizhg of the meam of podktion-by recmnt 
resîructurings, involving organizational changes and tecbnological innovation that divide, 
deskill or eLiminate dangerous groups of wotkers. But since capital is a system which 
depends on its power to organize labour through the wage, it cannot entirely destroy its 
antagonist. Each capitalist restnictirring mut recniit new and diffkrent types of labour, and 
thus yield the possibility of working class recomposirion involving diffaeut strata of 
workers with fiesh capacities of resistance and counter-initiative. 



The process of composition/ deEompositiod recomposition constitutes a cycle of 
s r ~ u g g l e ~ ~  This concept is important because it pemits recognition that from one cycle to 
another the leading d e  of certain sectors of Iaborir (say, the industrial proletarïat), of 
particular organizational strategies (say, the vanguard party). or specific cultural forms 
(say. singing the intedonale) may decline, become archaic and be surpassed, without 
equating such changes, as is su fashionable today, witb the disappearance of class conflict. 
Rather than being 'made' once-over, the working cIass is, as Negri puts it, perpetually 
"remaking" itself again and again in a movement of constant transformation." 

indeed in a cruciai autonomist formulation,Tronti suggested that it is actually 
workers' snuggles which provtüe the àynamic of capiraiist developmenr. In Marx 
had observed that the initia1 impetus for capital's intensïfying use of industrial machinery 
came fiom proletarian movements demanding the shortenhg of the working &y. Building 

on this, the autonomists argued that capital does not unfold according to a self-contained 
logic, spinning new technologies and organizations out of its own body, but rather is 
driven by the need to forestail, coopt and &feat the incorporateci 'otheiJ simultaneously 
indispensable and inimical to its existence, fleeing forward into the future in what Tronti 
terrned "successive attempts of the capitalist class to ernancipate itself h m  the working 
~ i a s s . ' ' ~ ~  

in this process capital is driven to successively wider and deeper dimensions of 
control--toward the creation of a social f~u:tory. Marx had written of capital's tendency to 
"subsume" not only the workplace but society as a whole into its p~ocesses.~~ Extending 
this analysis Tronti, writing in the 1960s, argued that capital's growing resort to state 
intervention and technocratie conml had created a situation where "the entire society now 
lünctions as a moment of pr~duction."~' To understand these conditions required moving 
away h m  the traditional Marxist focus on the imniediate point of production (usually the 
factory) towards the wider perspective suggested by Marx when he wrote of capital as a 
circuit comprising not only the moment of production but a h  of distribution and 

consumption. 
This concept was then elaborated by the feminist wing of autonomist Manrism. 

Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James, anticipiuing tbemes now popuiar in feminist 
political economy, argued that within the social factory, the reproduction of labour power 
occupied a crucial but unachowledged role.15 W i h u t  the-to male theorists-invisible 

labour process of child-bearing, child-raising, cooking, shopping, education, cleaning, 
caring for the sick, emotional sustenance, in short, 'housework,' labour power would not 
be ready for wodc each moniing. This vital reproductive labour, traditiondy female and 
"unwaged," was subordinated to the traditionally male bread-winners6 Thus the wage, 



mediated by patriarchai authority, commanded and disguiseci unpaid Iabour time not only in 

the workplace but outside it. O t k  autonomkt theorists apptied broadly anaIogous andysis 

to the situation of otkier unwaged groups-e.g. students, or, in an international context, 

peasants-within the social factory. 
In developing this analysis, Dalla Costa, James and other autonomists emphasized 

that the potentiai unification of workers produced by the universalizing logic of capital has 

to be understood as crosscut by a contrary tendency, which Marx recognized, but did not 

analyze so deeply-nameIy capital's drive to divide workers dong lines of nationality, 

gender and race. As James puts it "In capital's hands, the division of labour isfirst and 

foremost the division of labourers, on an intemationai ~cafe."~' This systernic organization 

of "difference as division" was imperarive for capital, precisely in order to forestall the 

unified class movement Marx predicted?' Therefore anti-capitalist movements, rather than 
simpfy mobilizhg a unity pre-given by the structure of production, faced the far more 

complex task of organizing across difference in order to challenge a capitalkt Wty 

founded on fragmentation and division. 

By extending the analysis of class composition to include reproductive as well as 

productive labour, and unwaged as weli as waged work, autonomists opened up Marxism 

to radically new theoretical and organizaiional horizons. For, uniike the FranIdurt School 

theorists, they did not find the %ope of the social factory grounds for despair. if capitaiist 

production now requires an entire network of social relations, these constitu&e so many 

more points where its operations can be mptured. However, autonomists recognized that 

al1 of these involved different subjects (factory workers, students, housewives) with 

specific demands and organizational forms. No longer was the undennining of capitalism 

the operation of Marx's singular "mole" -the industrial proletariat-but rather of what 

Sergio Bologna termeci a "tribe of moles."29 The 'autonomy' of autonomkt Marxism thus 

came to affirm borh labour's fundamental otherness h m  capital, and also the recognition 

of variety within labour. This in turn leads away h m  vanguardist, centralized 

organization, directed fmm above, toward lateral, polycentric concept of anti-capitalist 

alliances-in-diversity, coaneccing a plurality of agencies in a circulation of snggles.  

Autonomist Mnnism thus ~err  class coufiict moving in what ~mnti  tamcd a 

spiralling "double heli~."~O Workuig c b s  composition and capitaiist restnicniring chase 

each other over ever widening and more complex expanses of social territory. As long as 
capital retains the initiative, it can xtuaily hamess the momentum of stniggit as a motor of 

development, using workers' revolts to propel its growth and drive it to successively more 
sophis ticated technical and organizaiional levels. Tht revolutionaxy counter p & t ,  

however, is to rupture this recuperative movement, unspring the didatical spiral, and 



speed the circulation of süuggies uotil they aaain an escape velocity in which labour tears 
itself away h m  incorporation within capital-in a process which autonomists refer to as 
au tova lor~On or selfvaforization." For khind the paenniaily renewed conflict of capital 
and labow Iies an asymmetry of enomous consequence. Capital, a relation of general 
cornodification predîcated on the wage relation, needs labour. But labour does not need 
capital. Labour can dispense with the wage, and with capitalism, and find different ways to 
organize its own creative energies: it is poteatiaily UU~~ILOI~U)L(S.  

The autonomist tradition has more often been stigmatid and ignorai than given 
rigorous theoretical examination. But some sigaincant aiticisms have been made. Werner 
Bonefeld, while praising autonornists for breaking with the rigid stasis of stnicnualist 
Marxism. suggests that their emphasis on the potential independence of labour h m  capital 

cm result in a tendency to present workers' as entkly extemal to capital-a sort of 
pure,uncontaminated revolutionary force?' Although this is not the case with the best of 

autonomist analysis, which clearly depicts such stniggles as o c c ~ g  both in and againsr 

capital, it undoubtedly can d e s t  in a certain rocflitnticism that underestimates the depths 
and pervasiveness of hierarchical divisions and ideulogical assimilation withh the wodang 

class , and sees every rebellious swallow as a spring of revolution. 
Other critics have suggested that the autonomists' focus on the capitaylabour 

contradiction ignores the cornpetitive conflicts and fractures withh capital itselft3 Withùi 
autonomist writing one ceaainly fin& relatively liale discussion of the rivairies between 
different sectoa of the niling class, or of the divergence in immediate aims that can occur 
between sectors such as, Say, financial and industrial capital. Indead someiimes reading 
autonomist accounts of capital's 'strategis' one might get the sense that corponte power 
operates with a single, master-mindeci batîle-plan. 

This emphasis on capital as a totaiity with certain over-riding systemic imperatives 
is, however, consonant with the approach of Marx himself, who always empbasized the 
importance of understanding "capital as a wholeN before analyzing the activity of 
"individual capitals." More importantiy , it is, in our view , the only way to perceive what is 
really at stake in the war against class-aamely, the attempt by human agents to assert their 

freedom against a smicture of aiienated and ultimately quite inhuman power, a p n w s -  
without-a-subject-but-with-a-pulpose to whose nlentless accumuiative drive individual 
capitalists, with ai i  their smart manœuvres and intemecine squabbles, are merely 
functionaries. However. we agne that some autonomist arialysis speaks an ovedy 
'intentionalist' language. W e  the high levels of planning by today's transnational 
organizations such as the iMF and G7 cm ofkn maice it very appropriate to speak of a 
capitalist 'strategy,' at odicr timcs the anonymous nature of the worId-market's operations 



make the term "the logic of capitalu-as used, for example by Michael Lebowitz- 
preferable?4 

However, having duly acknowledged these problems, we have to say that we find 

the autonomist perspective both iliuminating and inspiring-particularly compared with the 

current welter of Mamist defeatism and pst-Macxist apostasy. At a moment when al l  the 

accepted verities of the left are in confusion, heresy can make a regenerative contribution. 

So, having established an overail theoretical orientation. let us tuni to look at autonomist 

Marxism's analysis of technology. 

The Interweaving of Technology and Power 

As we have seen, autonomist analysis stresses that the capital relation is a collision 

between two opposed vectors-capital's exploitation of labour and worker's resistance to 

that exploitation. AU the so-called laws of capital are the outcome of this violent 

intersection. Its perspective on technology, correspondingly, has two aspects. The first is 
an analysis of technoscience as an instrument of capitalist domination-a rereading aimed at 

shattering scientific socialismts myth of automatic scientific progress. The second, 

however, looks at the situation h m  the other side, and analyzes the ways in which 

struggles against class can overcome capital's technological control. 

in an early essay that estabLiski the direction for later autonomist critique, Panzieri 

broke decisively with left views of technoscientific development as 'progre~s.'~~ Rather, 

returning to the pages in a on the early introduction of machinery, he re-proposed that 

capitalism resorts to incessant technological cenovation as a "weaponn against the working 

class: its tendency to increase the proportion of dead or 'constantt capital as against living 

or 'variable' capital involveci in the production process arises precisely h m  the fact that the 

latter is a ptentially insurgent element with which management is Iocked in baale and 

which must at every tum be controlled, fragmented, reduced or ultimately elimi~ated?~ 

Faced with "capital's interweaviag of t~chnology and pwer," simply to ratify 

technoIopicai rationalization as a hear, miversal advance-as thc dominant f o m  of 
official, Soviet -influenuxi Mantism did-was to ignore that what it coiiso1idate.û was a 

specificdy cqîtalist rationality airning at the domination of labour?' To believe that the 
relations of production (property relations) were simply a "sheathingn which would faU 

away once the the forces of production had been sufficiently expanded was an ill~sion?~ 

There could, Panzieri concluded,be no question of assuming that socialism would anive as 
a by-product of scientific advance: emancipatory uses of machines were possible, but only 

to the degree that workùig class revoit assumed a "wtioily subversive chara~ter."~~ 



Panzieri's perspective was formed in the industriai factory, witnessing the way the 

Taylonst division of labour and Fordist automation were used to break down worker 

solidarity. But his analysis of technology as capicalist weaponry has subsequently been 

applied to situations not only of waged but unwaged labour. Thus, for example, Harry 
Cleaver has analyzed the so-caiied Green Revolution as capitaiist counter-revolutionary 

strategyJO h the context of widespread communist insurgency in Asia, Cleaver argues, the 
sponsorship by US. development agencies of new plant stocks and agricuItural techniques 

was airned primariIy at breaking down the traditional village structures. This had a two fold 

aim-to eliminate the communities within which guernllas moved,'iike fish in the sea: and 

to d o w  che creation of an industriai proletariat, fed off the countryside, a prerequisite for 

capitalkt modemization. Agriculturai technology served as the civil side to counter- 
insurgency warfm. 

However, autonomists also emphasize that waged and unwaged workers are not 

just passive victims of technological change, but active agents who persistently contest 

capital's attempts at control. This contestation can take two formsi' The f h t  is sheer 
refusal. This is the theme of the most famous, and most reviIed, of autonomist texts, 

News  . . 
.52 Writing in the context of the Italian industriai struggles 

of 70s in the giant Fiat plants and elsewhere, Negri proposes that, confionting the 

introduction of huge systems of semi-automated technologid control, there could be no 

question of accepting the necessity of modemization, as official trades unions insisteci. 
Instead. workers should stop the innovations used against them-if necessary, by 

sabotage?' This emphasis on the possibilities of sabotage is an important part of the 

autonomist iradition, and puts them close to the neeluddite authors discussed in the 1st  

chapter, some of whom in fact draw on their ~ o r k . ~  

However, there is another side to the autonomist d y s i s  which gives it a p a t e r  

dynarnism than outright neo-Luddisrn. This aspect, (which, as wc will see, Negri develops 

in his later work) aff imis the the possibiiity for workers to use k i r  "invention powern-the 

creative capacity on which capital in fact &pends for its incessant innovation-in order to 

reappropriate technology.This possibiiity arises because, in its aaempt to technologicaiiy 

conml labour, capitai canaot avoiding creating new types of technologicaiiy capable, 

scientificaily Iiterate workers. As Cleaver observes, "The struggles of these wotkers vis-a- 

vis their own working conditions as weii as Ms-a-vis larger social issues can . . . constitute 

a serious obstacle to successfui capitalist planning."45 

An early instance of th& line of thought can be found in the work of Fraocois 
Berardi-an activist in the network of politicizsd 'pirate' radio stations which played a 
crucial d e  in the Italian uuronomiz movemcnt? Berardi argutd tbat in the course of 



developing the "technoscientific intelligence" it needed for for the conml of living labour, 
capital was unavoidably crearing an increasingiy "intellectualn workforce." the 

appearance of this new, scientific form of labour power also emerged the possibility of a 
"worker's use of science" that wodd transform machinery h m  an "instrument of control 
and intensification of exploitation into an insirument of liberation h m  ~ork." '~  This 
manifested in two ways: in workers' insistence on claiming as their own the surplus tirne 
created by automation. and in the increasïng popular capacity to reappropriate 
communication whnologies, "subverting the instxuments of information" and "reversing 
the cycle of informaaon into a collective organization of knowledge and ~anguage."'~ 

Both resistance and reappropriation, sabotage and invention power, are, in 

autonomist anaiysis, parts of the repertoire of stmggle-although different authors, at 
different times and contexts, rnay put more emphasis on one than another. Unlike scientific 
socialists, autonomists h d  no inherently progressive logic in technological development. 
But uniike neLuddites they do not perceive oniy a monolithic capitalist control over 
scientific innovation. Rather, their insistence on the perpetualiy contesteci nature of the 
Iabour-capitai relation and the basic independence of human creativity tends away h m  

attribution of fixed political valencies to niachinery and towards a focus on possibilities for 
counter-appropriation, rehctioning, and "det~urnement."~~ If machinery is a "weapon" 
then it c m ,  as Cleaver says, be stolen or capnired, "used against us or by us."" Or-to use 

Panzieri's perhaps richer, and l e s  instrumentai, metaphor-if capital "interweaves" 
technology and power, then this weaving can be undone, and redone in different patterns. 

This need not imply a crude 'use and abuse' concept of technology of the sort that 
neo-Luddites have rightly criticized. We can accept that machines are stamped with social 
purposes without accepting the idea that all of them are so deeply implanted with the 
dominative Iogic of capital as to be rejected. For if the capital relation is to its very core one 
of conflict and contradiction, with manageria1 control coasbntly king challenged by 
counter-movements to which it must respond, chen this confIicnial logic may enter into the 
very creation of technologies. 

Thus, for example, automathg machinery can be understood imprinted both with 

the capitalist's drive to desu and control workers, and also with lahuis desire for 
freedom h m  wotk-to which capital must reqond by technological advance. Similarly, 
communication technologies have o h - a s  in the case of radio and cornputer networks- 
evolved in the course of very cornplex interaction between business's drive to extend 
commodification and deniocfatic aspirations for frce and universal of communication. 
Along the way comrnunt*cation technologies bave ken sbaped by both forces. This is not to 

Say that technologies are neutral, but ratber that they are often constituted by contcnding 



pressures that implant in them contradictory potentialities: which of tbese are realiztd is 
something that wiLi ody be detemiined in hrcher stniggie and coaflict?' 

In the very course of class confiict, workers will not ody, lepeatedly. hait and 

sabotage machines, but also challenge capital's datera l  ability to implant its logic in 

technology--and instead bend, twist and even detach part of the process of technological 
development to move it in quite different directions. ïnstead of understanding Marx's 
'negative' and 'positive' visions of machine-use in a linear, before-and-afkr progression- 
with the same machines that were repressive before commuaiSm becoming rnagically 
emancipatory afteward-autonomist analysis allows us to reconceive the pro- of 
deconstnicting and recotlsmicting technologies as itself part of the movernent of the 

stniggle against capital. 

Cycles of Struggle: From nie Professio~I Worker tu the Crisis of the Social Facrory 

To understand these ideas more concreteiy. however. we need to look at the three 
major cycles of stniggle which autonomists identify in the twentieth century: those of the 

professionui warker, the m a ~ s  wurker and-at least by some accounts-the socialized 
worker. Such a sweeping account will necessdy be highly schematic. As Moulier has 
emphasized, sensitive use of the cycles of stniggle concept demands allowance for 
unevenness, overlap. regional and national variation, and so on? Nonetheless. the very 
broad-brush version offered here does provide the fiamework for an analysis of the 

information revoiution which situates it not as the product of ineluctable scientific pmgress. 
but of social confiict. In order to cl* this overall dynamic we wil l  proceed t h u g h  ail 

three of the cycles, moving swiftly at k t ,  but then deepeaing the analysis as we approach 

the more recent periods where the focus of out interests Lie. 
The era of the professional worker-or what might more generally be recognized as 

the c d  worker-is regarded by autonomists as Nnning h the mid-19th cenhxy to 

World War 1. It is so temicd because of the strate@ position occupied by skilled workers, 
now absorbed within a rnechanized factory system but still in possession of craft 
knowledges and technical cornpetencies. Such workers are the main piotagonists in 
struggles focused on control of the production proocss and the preservation of the diwty 
and value of work. Outside of the f'tory, capital's subsumption of soEiety remains 
relativeiy rudimentary. The state's activity, other than in pjeas of imperial expansion, is 
generally limited to policing the the operaiion of the ')eel market, which is characterized by 

disastrous economic cycles of 'boom and bust' arising h m  the dificulties of coordinathg 
production and consumption. 



Socialist programs in this period are built around the concept of worker's 

management of industrial production. The role of productive factory labour as the agent of 

emancipation is unquestioned. Left @es tend to reflect the technical composition of the 

professional worker insofar as they have a mass membership but an avant-garde 

leadership-trained cadres of political 'experts.' RevoIutionary organizations constructed on 

this basis include not only the Leninist parties but aiso coucil communist movements 

based largely arnongst skilled technid workers-such as those of the Gennan metal 

 industrie^?^ in the fint quarter of the 20th century such organizations present a mounting 

threat to capital. With the victory in 1917 of the BoIshevik vanguard p q ,  this threat 
seems about to attain catastrophic dimensions. 

To Save itself, capital undertakes a drastic organizational and technological 

cestructuring. This is airned at decomposing working class power. by destroying the 

technical base of the professional workers' power and cuaing them off h m  the growing 
mass of industrial labour. On the shopfbor the chronometer and the clipboard of Taylorist 

scientific management are deployed to break craft worker's control of production. This 
deskilling, at first attempted primarily through organizational innovation, is subsequently 

mechanically embedded in the Fordist assembly h e .  At the same tirne, in the face of the 

socialist threat, the fint tentative steps are taken toward a more interventionist role for 

govemment in social and economic affairs, aimed at stabilising business cycles and 

pacifiing unrest. 

However, this restructurïng unintentionally forges the matrix for the emergence of a 

new working class subject-the mass worker. The Fordist factory-typified by the huge 
auto plants which come to fom the hub of the advanced economies-spatially concentrates 

huge bodies of dequaiifid labour subjeçted to the bnitality of continuous automated 
machine pacing. In doing so, it creates the conditions for an unprecedented form of class 

solidarity. With craft skilis increasingly eroded by Taylorism, the mass worker fights not to 

to uphold the dignity of a trade, but to make capital pay for iives vanishing meaninglessIy 
down the assembly line. No longer able to conml production, he can stüi stop it. The 

vulnerability of the assembly line to interruption and sabotage, and the cost to management 

of idling the increasingly expensive accumulation of fixed capital provide the points of 

attack. in a cycle of stmggle which fin& its paradigrnatic North A&can moments in the 
1937 Flint sitdown strikes in the US auto industry, the mass worker fin& increasingly 

effective ways of converthg the mechanized factmy into a bastion of resistance. 
To contain this new working class strength, capital is f o r d  to fuaher innovation. 

Here the productivity deal, in which managcmnt maintains sbpfloor control by 

negotiating with trades unions regular pay raises tieû to incnases in output, becornes a 



crucial factor. Although initially o d y  gnidgingly concede. îhis arrangement was eventually 

assimilateci by business as a way of hamessing working class sîrength to accumulation. 

The link between productivity and pay serve. to boîh propeu technologid innovation and 

paciQ worker resistance. Alongside this institutionalization of 'industriai relations' emerge 
ever more comprehensive plans of social management. Again as  a result of w o r b g  class 

struggle, the factory wage is increasingly suppIemented by a social wage of state controlled 

payments and amenities-welfare, unempIoyment, pensions, health insurance, and medical, 

educational, and recreational f d t i e s .  And again capital recuperates these concessions 

within a new smcture of accumulation. as a meaos to forestail social discontent and 

guarantee the markets for the volume of commodities pouring off the mechanized 

lines?'Out of this complex interaction of opposition and incorporation there gradually 

cornes into king what the autonomists know as the Plaruier Stme , in which government 

supports capitalist activity through Keynesian economics and welfare programss6 

As John Merrington has noted, autonomists never understood the era of the mass 

worker as simply a 'factory' phenornena?' Rather, they saw it as the moment of emergence 

of the social factory. Capitaiist organization now requires the synchronization of the 

factory, where surplus value is pumped out on the assembIy line, with the household, 

where the punishing force of such work is repaired, displaced and hidden, and the pay 

packet translated into purchases of standardized domestic goods. The gendered division of 

Iabour and the pairing the maie mass worker-whose M e  is to be slowly obliterated on the 

assembly line-with the female housewife, whose lot is to tend the wounds, take the abuse, 

do the shopping and raise the next generation of labour power in the isolation of the home- 

becomes a conscious concern of capital's social managers:' The labour of the femaie 

housewife, whose 'consumerist' schedule is organized largely thtough new organs of mass 

communication, such as radio and television, starts to become as much the object of a 

corporate planning as the productivity of her d e  partna on îhe shopfloor-for it is 

through her activity that the pay increases won by the mass worker are translated into the 

consumption necessary for a virtuous cycle of concinuai capitalist growth and stability. 

At the end of the Second World War, it seems as if capital in North America and 

Europe has successfully stabilized i~seif. The threatening presence of the mass worker is 
contained in management-union 'deals: subjected to an inazasing weight of mechanid 

control, and kept ready for work by female reproductive labour in the home. Ethnic 
minorities and immigrants pmvide a m e  army available for jobs outside the large scale 

industry or in its most antiquated, dangerous sectm. Young people are processeci through 
an expanding educational system that sorts and trains personnel for the increasingly 

elabomte technwuiministrative apparatus required by the Planner State and evcr more 



mech& production. The threat of the Soviet Union, now turned under Stalin into a 
ghastly caricature of revolution. is cordoned off with nuclear weapons and a perpenial state 

of war-readiness. On the basis of this carefully segmenteci but society-wide mobilization. 

capital secures its 'Golden Age' of unintempted growth. 

But then things start to corne apart. in the inhuman conditions of the assembly-line 

factory, the produchvity ded always rested on a razor-thin balancing of capitalist profits 

and worker anger. in the mid-6ûs the tight-rope trembles. Mass workers increasingly 

refuse to restrain wage demands witùh limits functional to capitalist growth or to tolerate 
conditions accepted by their unions. Management responds to wage pressures with 

attempts to intensZy the Pace and intensity of work, thereby precipitating further resistance. 

A wave of wildcat strikes, slowdowns, sabotage, and absenteeism-which the autonomists 

christen "the refusal of workn-sweeps across Europe and North Amenca, concenirated 

initidy in the crucial automobile plants, but spteading to other sectors, rendering factories 

from Detroit to Turin to Dagenham vinially ~nmanageable?~ 

Even more alarming for capital, these industrial conflicts start to reverberate with 

problerns elsewhere in the social factory. Students who have flooded the universities to 

escape a destiny as line workers or housewives refuse to confine their intellectual activities 
within the Limits of the lcnowledge factory' and bunt into campus revolt. Black and 

immigrant comrnunities explode against their situation as ghettoized resewoirs of cheap 

Iabour. Women, who had in increasing numbers already been abandonkg their designated 

household role to seek paid work, begin a new wave of feminist rebellion against dornestic 

subordination. All these outbreaks are in turn coloured by the unexpected challenges in 
Vietnam and Cuba to advanced capital's global dominance which generate powerful anti- 
war and international solidarity movements. 

Unde r s td  in the light of autonomist analysis, these diverse emptions, whik 

distinct, are not disconnected. Rather, they appear as a broad revolt by different sectors of 

labour against their alloaed place in the social factory. The new social movements of the era 

can be understood not as a negation of working class smggle, but as its blossoming: an 

enomous exfoliation, diversification and multiplication of demands, created by the revolt 

of previously subordinated and super-exploiteri sectors of labour. The swirling social 

ferment which results certainly involve struggles within and amongst labour. as those 

sectors at the bottom of the wage hierarchy-unpaid women, unemployed minorities-assert 

their equality with those above hem-usually white, male, unionized labour. But they a h  
involves a destabiiization of the entire capitalist organizacion of Society as a mechanism of 

surplus extraction. 



Complex ricochet effects corne into play as &man& for impmvement in the social 
wage threaten corporations with higher tax levels and diminished profits, thereby 
intensifying confiicts over the factory wage. Even more alanning for capital, the muItiple 
outbreaks of dissent begin to be consciously ünked with or inspireci by one another-as in 
the interaction of students and workers that occurs briefly in Paris in 1968 and over a 
longer penod of time in Italy; the meeting of labour and anti-racist stniggles in Detroit and 

elsewhere; or the rekindling of femuzism out of the civil rights and student movements. The 
result is a circulation of struggles which starts. at multiple points, to threaten the whole 
intricate baiance of the social factory. 

The Imposition of Cybernetic Cornnaand 

The response can only be counterattack. Ti1 a shift w k h  is usually idencifieci with 

Reaganism and Thatcherism but whose origins the autonomists date back to the early 
1970s, capital begin another drastic restruct~ring.~ in the realrn of goveniment, the 
"Planner Staten is replaceci by the "Crisis Staten-a regime of control by trauma induction in 

which "it is the state that plans the cri~is."~' Keynesian guarantees are disrnantled in favour 
of discipline by restraint; unions hamstning by changes in labour law; monetary policies 
exercised to drive real wages down and unemployment up; and welfare programs brought 
under attack. At the same t h e ,  corporate managers take aim at the industrial centres of 
turbulence, decimaring the factory base of the mass worker by the automation and 

gbbalization of manufacturing. Dismantling the Fordist organization of the social factory, 
capital launches into its post-Fordist phase-a pcoject, which however, must be understood 
as a technologid and politid offensive airneci at decomposing social insubordination 

lt is in the context of this offensive restructuring that the work of the 'information 
revolutionaries' can be situated As we have seen, the fVst formulations of postindustrial 
theory by Beii, Dmcker, Brzezinski and Kahn-inteliectuals closely affiliated to the nexus 
of state and corporate power in the most powerful capitalist centres-corresponds precisely 
to this moment. At that the ,  George Caffentzis, writing of the apocalyptic calls for a 
"complete change in the mode of productionn issuing from such theo&ts, obsemed : 

They are "revolutionaries" because they fear something in the present mode 
that disinkgrates capital's touch: a demand, an activity and a refusal that has 
not been encompassedP2 

The postindusîrialists' futurological reports thus fall into place alongside other documents 
of the era, such as the infamous report by Samuel Huntington and others on the "excess of 
dernocracy," in wbich capital takes stock of a dekriorating situation, and pmjects what it 
will take to reassert ~omrnand?~ in the name of irresistible pro&ess and objective 



prediction, the information theorists propose a program and a iegitimacion for a great 

techno1ogical deployment whose glittering sheen disguises old and cold objectives: 
annihilation of the bases of working class power, reduction of wages and social wages, 

restoration of social discipline. 

For Collettivo Sîrategie, a group within the orbit of autonornia, what the new 

informationai doctrines demonstrated was "a militant and revoluîionary behavior on the part 

of ~apitaiism."~~ Analyzing the projection by Zbgniew Brzezinski-President Carter's US 
National Security Advisor and a founding member of the Trilateral Commission-of an 
imminent "technetronic revolution" based on "new technologies. new sciences, 

microelectronic cornputers and new means of communication" it noted: 

This pmess is nothing other than a confimation of the power of capital, as  
Marx asserted. to impose itself as a force which changes technology or 
which saikes it down and destroys it violently, thus reveahg itself as the 

65 Ieast conservative force possible. . . 
In fact, Collerrivo suggested, the emergence of eminent state officiais such as Brzeziuski 
h m  the culture of think tanks and futurological research institutes indicated th& capital had 

gone "Lenini~t."~~ Just as the socialist vanguard party was the "organized and theoretical 

form for seizing power" so 

. . . in the same way capital tries to organize its vanguards into institutions 
which take the form of a party oriented not toward the destruction but rather 
the maintenance of powerP7 

The project of these informational "vanguards" of capital was a reorgauization of 

production based on "new models of universal communication," launching a new phase of 

development charactenzed by the "creation of uomini merce (humans who have becorne 

comrnodities)" subject to manipulation thmugh " conml over the flows of information"-a 

project Coliemvo referred to as the imposition of "cybernetic c~mmand."~' 

The militaq metaphor should not be taken lightiy. For what occurs h m  the mid 

1970s onward is that computer and telecommunications devices, developed since the end of 

World War II primarily as military instruments for the containnment of international 

communism, are transfered for interna1 application as the 'command, conîroI, 

communications and inteiiigence' system for the reestablishment of capiîalist discipline and 

productivity. In a classic instance of what Paul V i o  terms "endocoIonization," the 

security apparatus, nominally facing outward to defeat e x t e d  foes, is tumed agauist the 

'enemy ~ i t h i n . ' ~ ~  in the United States, a boosting in Pentagon funding, which eventually 
cdrninates in the gargantuan 'Star Wars' project, is centrai to generaiiy speeding the rate of 

infornatic cesearch and development, and, in some cases, to highiy specinc injections of 

new technology into the war against labour. The US Air Force, for example, plays a centrai 



role in fostering the computenzed automation syscems aimed at achieving a 'workeriess 
factory ."O 

Electronic networkuig, originaily developed as patt of nucIear war fighting 
preparation, receives its first large-scde civiiian application in the emergency management 
systems used by the Nixon administration to monitor its wage-pnce fieeze and picket line 
violence in a truckers st~ike.~' More generaiiy, there is an accelerated adoption by botb the 

corporate sector and the apparatus of govenunent of technologies previously nurtured by 

the miliiary in its quest for battlefield control-microelectronics, computer mediateci 
communications, video recording, expert systems, artScid intelligence, robotics-now 
adapted and diffuseci to provide a similar sape of overview and precision intervention in 

the workplace and civil s~ciety.~* 
Thus the neoliberal transition h m  "weifcm state to warfare staten-or what the 

autonomists dub the shifi fiom the Planner to the Crisis state-is supported by a whole new 
level of intensity and sophistication in the govenimental use of information techno1ogie.s~' 
Mass media and new communications techniques are deployed in depth to measure, 

massage, poll and propagandize pubk opinion preparatory to policy change. 
Computerization automates and disperses state sector jobs, providing crucial leverage in 
attacks on public service unions--such as the Reaganite assault on US air-traffic conmliers- 
-and creating 'lean' institutions amciive to privatization. The same technologies are applied 
to smamline social prograrns shaved to levels which monitor. rather than support, and to 
scan scapegoatable perpetrators of weIfare b u d .  Last, but by no means least, infonnatics 
equips paramiiitarized security forces with a fuU menai of sweiiiance devices, electronic 
intrusion mesures, cross-referenced data banks and field communications for a series of 
domestic 'warsl--on terrorism, on crime, on drugs--which beat down on civil disorden. 

The aggressive use of informatics is even more pronounced in the wrporate 
restructurhg of work. If the chronometer and the assembly Line were the weapons of 
managerial assault on the professional worker, the robot and the computer network play an 
equivaient role in the attack on the mas worker. In manufacturing plants, factory wide 
systems of computerized flow control-Flexible Manufacturing Ceiis (FMC), Flexible 
Manufacturing System (FMS), Management Resource Planning (MRP), Computer Aided 
Process Planning (CAPP) and Just-in-Time (m systems-pmit management to sever the 
solidarity of the assembly iine by cutting it into competing 'work teams' supplied by robot 
servers, shrinking the labour force, and in some cases approaching the lights out' scenario 
of hlly automated factory production. The straîegic advantage af50rded capitd by this 
disaggregation and downsizing is then reinforad by telecommunications systems wbicti 

permit the cencralized coordination of dispersed operations, making feasibIe the uansfer of 



work from 'hot spots' of instability either to domestic 'greenfield' sites uncontaminateci by 
militancy or to offsbore locations-the tint steps toward what wodd soon be known as 
'globalization.' 

On a i I  these fronts the deployments of new information technoIogies and the 
restructuring of capital converge so closely that neither is practicdiy distinguishabIe h m  
the other." The effects on class composition are devastating. In a senes of criticai 
industrial confrontations, informational innovations give capital a winning card, as Italian 
car workers find their industrial strength destroyed by the total-automation systems of 
Robogate and Digitron, British miners are undercut by the Minos robot drill, remnants of 
craft work suength in London's printers unions are annihilated by computerized type 
setting, and the striking cierical workers in the US health insurance indusûy find their 
pickets lines overleaped by te le ma tic^?^ Such defeats set the scene for an overall miiberal 
attack not oniy on the wage but aiso on the social wage, reaiised through the disrnantihg of 
the welfare state. 

in the face of this attack, the other movements that had shaken the social factory in 
the 60s and 70s are thernselves increasingly thrown ont0 the defensive. The most militant- 
like the Panthers in the US or auzotwmr'a in Italy-are destroyed by assassination, 
imprisonment and direct repression. But others-such as the student rnovement-are sapped 
by insecurity, Iack of resources and rime and confronteci at every nim by the ideologid 
daims of restraint, globaiization and deficit reduction. In the face of cybernetic wmmand, 
the incipient circulation of struggies disinteptes into a series of atoniized rearguard 
actions. 

The effects of this convulsion on Marxist thinking have, as we have seen, been 
quite devastating. For, as Caffentzis remarks "The very image of the worker seems to 
disintegrate before this recornposition of ~apital?~ As Fergus Murray argues, in an d y s i s  
drawing on autonomist categories, extensive computerization in the factory seems to mark a 
decisive ' d e c h  in the mass collective ~ o r k e r . " ~ ~  By pennitting centrally controIled, 
comprehensive factory automation and the splitting-up of the production cycle, 
management can now d u c e  and disperse workers once concentrateci together so they are 
"scattered terrimrially, SocialIy and cultucaiIy, in different conditions of wurk and ofkn 
invisible h m  one another."" In such a situation, Murray observes, "the problern of 
uniting a single workforce, Iet done the class, is da~nting."~~ Md, as we have seen in 
earlier chapters, there is now widespread acceptance even on ihc lefi that aspirations for 
proletarian autonomy have met a technologid nemesis-that capital may indeed have 
succeeded in achieving its agesld goal of emancipaîion h m  the working class. 



To stop here, however, would be to omit the most provocative proposal in recent 

autonomist theory-narneIy, that out of capitds infomational restructuring is emerging the 
subject of a new cycle of revolutionary stniggles, the "socialized worker." This term. first 

used by Romano Alquati in bis analysis of student revolt in the 1970s, has subsequently 
k e n  primarily associated with h e  work of New- He descnbes the concept as "an 

innovation in the vocabulary of class concepts" attempting to express the transition hm, 

that working class massified in direct production in the factory. to the social 
labour-power. representing the potentiality of a new workuig c h ,  now 
extended through the entire span of production and reproduction-a conception 
more adequate to the wider and more searching dimensions of capitalist control 
over society and socid labour as a whole!' 

Over two and a half decades, fiom the the of Negri's involvement in the Italian struggles 

to his exile in France, he has progressively deepened and amplifieci this idea!' 

The socialized worker is, according to Negri. the subject of a productive process 
which has become coextensive with society itself. In the era of the professional worker, 

capital concentrates itself in the factory. in the era of the m a s  worker, the factory is made 
the centre around which society revolves. But in the epoch of the sociaüzed worker, the 

factory is, with the indispensable aid of information technologies, disseminated out into 

society, deterritoriaiizing. dispershg and decentralizing its operations to constitute what 

some autonomists term the "diffuse factory" or the "factory without wall~."'~ "Work," says 

Negri "abandons the factory ui order to find in the sociai. a place adequate to the functions 

of concentrating productive activity and transforming it into value?3 

This diffusion of work unfolds through what he terms "flexibilization, tertiarization 

and so~ialization."~~ As the traditionai centres of production are automateci, enterprises 

reorganize mund flexible models based upon a s m d  core of permanent employees 

surrounded by a penphery of contingent workers: part-time, temporary and casual work, 

dependent subcontracting operations, 'black' work, informai work, outwork and 

teleworking proliferate. Wage labour is deconcentrated, spatially and temporally disperseci 
b u g h o u t  society, and interleaved with unpaid time in new and ineguiar rhytûmsoS 

Sirnultaneously, as capital reduces its industrial wodsorce, it seeks out new 
sources of labour in the so-ded service or tertiary sector. This process embraces the 

largescale conversion of female domestic labour into fast food, homemaking, &y-case, 

health care, and smgate mothert id  businesses; an extraordinary diversification of 

culhuai industries, turning knowledge, aestbetics, and communications into materials for 

an explosion of media, music, entertainment, advertising, and fashion industries; and an 



array of other experiments fiom massage parlours to management cornultancies. This 

expansion of waged work marks a new order of magnitude in the cornmodification of 
human activity. 

However, the most radical aspect of this sociali7ation of labour is the bluning of 

waged and non-waged t h e .  The activities of people not just as workers but as students, 
consumers, shoppers and viewers are now directly integrated into the production process. 

During the era of the mass worker, the consumption of commodities and the reproduction 

of labour had been organized as spheres of activity adjunct to, yet distinct h m, 
production. Now these borders fray. in education, schooling is explicitly rezoastituted as 
job training, Me-long learning as requalification for technological change, and universities 

as corporate research facilities. in consumption, the integration of advertising, market 

research, point-of-sale devices, just-in-time inventory conml and flexible specialization 

systems makes the monitoring of the consumer as integral to the production cycle as that of 

the worker-Work, school. and domesticity are re-formed into a single, integrated 
constellation 

The worId of the socialized worker is thus one where capital suffuses the en tk  

fom of Me. To be socialized is to be made productive, and to become a subject is to be 

made subject to vaiue-not oniy as an employee but as a parent, shopper and student, as a 
flexibilized 'home' worker, as an audience in communicative networks, indeed even as a 

transmitter of genetic information. The demarcation between the production, circulation and 

reproduction of capital is impeached in a "network of various, highiy differentiated, yet 

confluent mechanisms" which "mixes, in new and indefinite labour, a i i  that is potentidy 

productive" so that "the whole of society is pIaced at the disposai of profit.n86 "Roductive 

labour," says Negri, "is now that which produces society .""' 

in this situation, w k  the spatial location of exploitation is no longer the factory 

but the network and its temporal measure not the wodcing &y but the life-span, Negri 
observes that we have indeed "gone beyond Mar~."'~ Marx's original concept of "ceai 

subsumption," the swallowing of society by capital, has been realized and exceeded. 

indeed, says Negri, it is this apparent c~xtensivity of capital with the social which 

obscures the "contours of the totality," allowing business to "disguise its hegemony . . . 
and its interest in exploitation, and thus pass its conquest off as king in the general 

intere~t."'~ Facing such an expansion of capital's calculus beyond the point of production 

we might, he says, now choose to speak of socialized labour power not as a worker but as 

an operator or agent. Yet, by retaining the iraditional Manrist epithet, he emphasizes "an 

antagonism which has never ceased to existn-a contlict between the imperatives of capital 
and the needs and desires of the subjects on whose activity it de pend^.^ 



For. Negri argues, this inteosmg fusion of capital and society has unexpected 
consequences- Capital 'socializes' itself in order to escape the factory-centrtd conflicts with 
the mass worker. But the exploitative relation h m  which that conflict arose-the extraction 
of unpaid activity h m  labour-persists. Now, however, it radiates out to inform the 

extendeci networks of social activity. Capital persists in paying oniy for a tiny segment of 

the life activity it expropriates. But tfiis logic manifésts not oniy in roii-backs and speed-ups 

on the shop flwr, but in cut backs to the socid wage, the erosion of the weifare state, and 

the off-loading of the costs of environmentai damage. These practices are of course not 

new. But the intensified integrahon of capital's circuit sharply highlights the inadequacy of 

the wage to acknowledge the web of rdationships which sustain social production. 

The result, Negri says, is that class süuggle, transrnuted but not eliminated, 
reappears, refracted into a multiplicity of points of confiict. In a world where capital has 

insinuated itself everywhere, there is now no centrai front of stmggle, which instead 
snakes through homes, schools, universities, hospitals, and media, and takes the form not 

only of workplace strikes and confrontations, but also of resistance to the dismantling of 

the weifare state, demands over pay equity , child care, parenting, and heaith care benefits, 

and opposition to ecological despoliation. In the newly socialized space of capital, a k t a i  

logic obtains, such that each apparently indepen&nt location replicates the fundamental 
antagonism that informs the entire snucture-capital's insistence that life-time be 

subordinated to profit. 

The crucial issue therefore becornes whether the scope of socialized labour will 
manifest as division or alliance, segmentation or linkage. Negri obsewes that struggles by 

multifarious subjects at the many sites of the factory without wds-factory workers, 

welfare mothers, students-each manifest their own specincity, their own "concrete 

auton~my."~' Yet aii encounter a barrier in capitalism's subordination of every use value to 

the universal logic of the market. Consequently, 

It's eitherlor either we accentuate the antagonisms and competitions in the 
concrete cases or we construct a political and subjective totality dialectical of 
these segmentations - . . AU this hds its material base if, escaping the myth 
of factory production you enter the tmth of the process of social production 
and reproduction, where the hctions, the consumption, the elements, the 
differentiation of the process are fundamental for its own operation, that is 
for the operation of producing and citculating ~ e a i t h ? ~  

For Negri, the experimentation with coalitions, 'coordinations,' 'rainbows ,' 'rhizomes ,' 
'networks,' 'hammocks ,' and 'webs 'which bas been a salient feature of anti-capitalist 

movements in the 1st decade denotes the search for a politics adequaic to "the specinc foxm 

of existence of the socialized worker," wtiich " "is not something uni-, but something 



manifold, not solitary, but polyvalent" and where "the productive nucleus of the 

antagonism consists in multiplicity ?' 
The concept of the socialized worker is in fact a conjugation or synthesis of 'old' 

working class theory and analysis of 'new' social rnovernent~?~ Negri argues that the new 

subject arises at the intersection of "two fundamental axes."" One of these suris "from 
society toward the world of labour" and transmits into the workplace the concems "of 
ferninism. of ecology, of young people, of anti-racist smggle, of social  activism, and. in 

general, a radical cultural modification and a perspective of Wucible  grassrwts 
auton~rny."~~ nie other nuis " h m  the world of work io society" and caries with it not 

only a critique of capitalist restructurhg, of "exploitation aggravatecl and distributed 
throughout the most diverse strata of society." but also a demaad for increased powu in the 
shaping of the economic order?' Out of the fusion of these currents appears the possibility 
of a "reunifcation of the traditional components of the class struggle against exploitation 
with the new liberation rn~vernents."~~ 

Indeed. Negri argues that h m  the 1980s there have appeami the fim signs of a 
new cycle of stmgglesFocusing mainly on the European context, he and his coileagues 

look at a series of movements-amongst nurses, media workers, students-which have 

challenged neohberal resh~cturing. In pdcuiar, they have been iaspired by the successive 

waves of social revolt which have shaken French society, h m  the student protests of 1986 
to the interlinked revolts of students, workers and immigrants in 1994 against proposais to 
cut the minimum wage to young job entrants, to the massive thrw week stdce wave of 

1996 against the neoliberal Juppe plan. These movements of the socialized worker, Negri 

says. take forms completely different from the factory smggles of the mass worker, and 
although historicdy linked to the first appearance of the new sociai movements in the 

196ûs, they are now entuing an entirely new phase. This is characterized by: 

. . . the radically democratic f om of organization, the transformai relation 
with the traâes unions (which becorne more and more just transmission 
lines for impulses arising h m  below), the social dimension of objectives, 
the rediscovery of a sociai perspective by the old sectors of the class 
struggle, the emergence of the feminist component, of workers. h m  the 
tertiary sector and of 'UiteUectuai' labour (above aü labour pwer  in 
training)P9 

Such movements,"break with the purely defensive attitude to restni~hning."'~~ 'Ibey 

challenge the Crisis S tate's managerial control of society , are infomed by an ethic that 

"emphasizes the connections of social labour and bighlights îhe importance of social 
cooperation," and express, in a diffuse but unmistakaMe fom an aspiration that 

"cooperative production can be lead b m  the base, the giobality of the postindustrial 
economy can be assumeù by social ~ubjects."'~' 



What is of particular interest to us is Negri's andysis of the mle of communication 
and information in these stmggles. For he emphasizes that the "factory without waUsn is 

also the "information factosr," a system whose operation &pends on "the growing identity 
between productive professes and forms of c~mmunication."'~~ The conflicts of the Fordist 
era drove capital to interlink cornputers, telecornniunications and media in ever more 

extensive networks the more effectively to subordhate society. While the mass worker 
laboured on a factory assembly-he. the socialUed wotkeis productivity emerges at the 

terminal of fibre optic lines, as a nurse monitoring cadiograms. a ban.  clerk handling on- 
line transactions, a teacher in a cornputer lab, a programmer or a video technician. or, 
indeed. as the audience of interactive television chaMtl or the respondent to a telemarketing 
survey. Her productivity depends on an elaborated n e ~ o d c  of informatic systems. 

However, this technological envelopment does not, Negri ciaims, necessarily result 
in a subjugation of social labour. As the system of machines becomes ail-encompassing 

and fafniliar. he argues, the socialized worker enjoys an increasingly "organic" relation to 
technoscien~e.~~~ Although initiated by capital for purposes of control and command, as the 

system grows it becomes for the socialized worker something else enrirely, an "ecology of 

machines ." 'O4 The "system of social machines" incrieasingly coastitutes an everyday 
ambience of potentials to be tapped and explored.loS The elaboration and aiteration of this 
techno-habitat becomes so pervasively socialized that it can no longer be exclusively 
dictated by capital. 

In the era of the mass worker, Negri says. the conditions of mechanized labour. 

concentrateci in the factory under the hand of management, led many militants to a 

"rejection of science." in the age of the socialid worker. however, this situation is 
"surpasseci" as capital is obliged to both devolve and diffuse technologid knowledge 
amongst its work€orce. The inçreasingly social nature of the technological apparatus now 

makes the tactic of sabotage, which was crucial to the professional and mass worker, and 
w hich, as we have seen. Negri himself espoused, less central. Ratber, expanded 
possibilities for refiinctionhg and recuperation appear. Technoscience now komes  a site- 
-perhaps, Negri suggests, the principle site-for the nappmpriation of powedo6 

This might seem remlliiscent of Serge MaIIet's earlier concept of a "new working 
class" based in the skiUed cadres of advanceù indu~try.~~' But Negri's thwfy Mers in 

positing the emergeace not of a select intelligentsia of technid worlvrs but of a generalùed 
fonn of labour power needed by a system now suffused in every pore with technoscience. 
He claims that the new communicative capacities and technologicai compttencits 



manifesting in the contemporaty worldorce, while most explicit among qualified wockea, 

are not the exclusive attributes of this group, but rather exist in "virtualn form amng  the 

contingent and unemployed labour force.L0' They are not so much the products of a 
particular training or specific work environment but rather the premises and prere~uisites of 

everyday life in a highly integrated eechnoocientific system permeated by machines and 

media. 

Negri suggests that the complexity and scope of the factory without walls creates 

for capital "a specific social constitution-that of cooperation, or, rather, of Urrellecml 
cooperation i.e. communication-a basis witfiout which society is no longer 

con~eivable."'~~ 

Advanced capitalism directly expropriates labouring cmperation. Capital has 
penetrated the entire society by means of technological and political 
instniments(the weapons of its daily pillage of value) in order, not only to 
follow and to be kept informecl about. but to anticipate, organize and subsume 
each of the forms of labouring cooperation which are estabLished in society in 
order to generate a higher Ievel of productiviy. Capital has insinuated itseif 
everywhere, and everywhere attempts to acquire the power to coordinate, 
commandeer and recuperate value. But the raw material on which the very high 
level of productivity is basai-the only raw material we know of which is 
suitable for an i n t e l i e d  and inventive labour force-is science. 
communication and the conununication of kno~ledge."~ 

To secure this cooperation, capital must appropriate the communicative capacity of the 

labour force, making it flow within the stipulated technological and administracive channels: 

Capital must . . . appropriate communication. It must expropriate the 
comrnunity and superimpose itself on the autonomous capability of 
manufacturing knowledge, reducing such knowledge to a mere means of 
every undertaking of the socialized worker. This is the form which 
expropriatiun &es in crbvanced capitalism-or rather, in îhe world economy 
of the sociaIized wodcer.' ' ' 

However, to accomplish this expropriation, capital has to surround the socialized worker 

with a dense web of communicative channels and devices. 
Indeed in a rich, if cryptic. passage Negri claims that "communication is to the 

soçialized worker what the wage relationship was to the rnass ~orke r . " "~  This does not 
mean that TV pmgrams replace pay. Rather, Negri is suggesting that communicationai 
resources now constitute part of the bundle of goods and services capitd must deliver to 

workers to ensure its own continuhg development. Just as in the era of the mass worker 
Keynesian capital institutionalized wage increases as the motor of economic growth and 

generalized the n o m  of mas consumption, so today, pst-Keynesian capital 
institutionalizes îhe information infiastructure by which it hopes to rcjuvenate itself, 
'plugging in' its socialized workforce, multiplying points of contact with the networks, 



furnishing and familiarizing labour with a 'wired' habitat througb which instructions can 
be strearned and feedback channelied. 

But the analogy suggests more. in the Keynesian era. attempts to domesticate pay 
demands as part of capitalist growth plans uitimately failed and became a focus for 
stniggle. Similarly, Negri sees the control of communication cesources as an emergent 
arena of tension. By informating production, capital seems to augment its powers of 
conml. But it simultaneously stimulates capacities which tfueaten to escape its command 
and overspill into rivulets h ievant  to, or even subversive of, profit. Indeed, insofar as the 

increasingly 'communicative' texture of the modern econorny discioses and intensifies the 
fundarnentally 'socialized,' cooperative nature of labour, it cornes into friction with 

capital's hegemony . 
This antagonism can be schematicaüy represented as a conflict between 

communication and information-an opposition roughIy andogous to Marx's distinction 
between living and &ad labour. communicative activity is "current," information its 
"imprisonment . . . within inert mechanisms of the reproduction of reality once 
communication has been expropriatecl h m  its pr~tagonists."'~' information is cenaalized, 
vertical, hierarchic; communication is distributed, transverse, dialogic. Capital tries to 

capture the communicative capacity of the labour force in its technological and 
organizationd forms "like a flat, glass screen on which is projected, fixed in black and 

white, the mystified cooperative potentialities of social labour-deprived of life, just üke in 

a replay of -," while the direct current of communication takes transverse 
"polychrornatic forms.""' Or, in a different formdation, "conflict, stniggle and diversity 
are focussed on communication, with capital, by means of communication, ûying to 
preconstitute the determinants of Me," while, on the other hand, "the socialized worker has 
come to &velop the critique of exploitation by means of the critique of co-canon."' l 5  

Negri's anaiysis of this conflict remains characteristicaiiy abstract. But one example 
undoubtedly in his mind is the use of the Minitel computer system by French student 
protestors. Minitel was originaiiy âesigned as a one-way videotex service transmitting 
goverment and corporate messages-phone directories, adveriisements, banking 
infoxmation, rimetables-to French citizens.'" It was only diangeci wh;n hackers converteci 
a srnaii-in house mail system into an open, generalizwi exchange, an initiative that pmved 
so popular that it was incorpontcd into the officiai system-chereby laying the basis for an 

ernail system pehaps most famous for its erotic "messagerie rose." 
in 1986, however, Minitel attained more political dimensions when students 

erupted in protest against neoliberal university 'reforms,' and were met with a police 
violence that resulted in at least one death. Frustratecl by the mainstnam media's hostility or 



indiffetence to their cause, the Student Coordinathg Cornmittee, through the daily 
newspaper Liberarion, mounted a Minitel service for the revolt. Tùïs included information 
about the spreading university and school closures, dernonstrations, rasons to oppose the 
proposed legislation changes, and a game service satirking the govecnment updated news 
bulletins. appeals."'lnteractive "enter your reactionsn section received 30 d i s  h m  

across France, including questions about reasons for action. the level of student support. 
the difficulties of governement /student negotiations, and the on-line fees charged by the 
telephone Company. For Negri. the signincance of the student revolt is chat it represents the 

capacity of labour in training-the emergence of a type of worker who embodies 
"UiteUectuai cwperation" and techoscientific titeracy. and the capacity to use this 
knowledge in oppositional form. 

in the next chapter we will try to M e r  concretize Negn's anaiysis. For the 
moment, we can anticipate our argument by suggesting that the struggles between 
information and communication which he has in mind would embrace the conflicts over the 

collective organization of work-'team concept,' 'quality circles,' TQM'--in production; 
the expansion of alternative media activism contesting the corporate control of news and 
imagery; struggles in schwls and universities between capital's demand for a functionally 
educated workforce and people's insistence in learning for their own purposes; the 

imposition and transgression of pmpnetorial control over vital medical and ecological 
knowledge; and the stmggle in cyberspace between activists who have diverted global 
cornputer networking hto an unprecedented form of collective intellect, and capital's 
attempt re-sieze it for commercial purposes. 

While the tentative nature of these oppositional projects is evident, Negri would 
maintain that they constitute the prefigurations of an insubordinate anti-capitaüst subject 
whose identity is rooted in the communicative interco~eztions of socialued production. 
While neoliberalism has launched a resimcniring that has fatally decomposed the traditional 
bastions of working class strength and irnposed a historie reverse on the left, "nothing," 
says Negri "tek us that the joumey can be concluded accordhg to the direction established 
by capital." On the contrary, restnicniring bas also released "uncontroiiable effects . . . 
perverse h m  the capilalist point of view. but virtuous h m  the opposing point of view,' 
creating the conditions for an emergence of new subjects who "evcn if they escape the 
histoncal continuity of the workers' movement, are neverthcless not easily rtconciicd with 
capitalist plans for the market.""B 



Socialized Worker . . . or Fragmented W h r ?  

To discm such a ncornpositional procw amidst dccades that most on the left 
reckon to be catastmphic is nothing if not audacious. Many consider it merely a theoretical 
whistling in the dark. By now. the resemblances between the autonomists' theory of 
"cycles of strugglen and the Reguiation School's concept of successive "regirnes of 
accumulation"-with the era of the mass worker comsponding to Fordism, and the 
socialized worker to pst-Fordism--wiU be apparent. in fact, both groups have infiuenced 
each other. while taking very different orientations-the Regulation School theorists 

preoccupying themselves with the requirements for successful capitalist accumulation, the 

autonomists searching for possibilities to explode that process. Perhaps predictably. they 
anive at different conclusions, with autonomists-or at least Negri-perceiving the onset of 
a new era of struggle, and Regdation School theorists settlîng for accommodation. Negri. 

dthough sometimes using the Fordistfpost-Fordist tenninology, has criticized the 
Regulationists as an "academic school" who have abandoned the "critique of political 
economy " in favour of a " fiuictionalist and programmatic schema; " ' l9 Main Lipietz- 
voicing what is probably a fairly widespread opinion-has accused Negri of a "headlong 
voluntarist fiight into the fiiture."'20 

Indeed even many of Negri's political allies dissent h m  his analysis, suspecthg 
that enchantment with the 'cycle of struggles' theory lads him to find evidence of 
resurgence where littie exist~.'~' Several autonomists have been stnick not so much by the 

unification and empowement of labour in the information economy as by an intensified 
fragmentation and hierarchization. They have suggested that Negri's work suffers h m  the 

defect of some many attcmpts to periodise class stmggle-nameIy, that an orientation 
toward what is perceiveci as the leading-edge of struggle lads to a neglect of capital's 
tendency to puii together hto a unifieci production system very different kinds of labour--in 

other words to overlwk its depenàency on what Trotsicy r e f e d  to an "uneven and 
combined de~elopment."'~~ 

Thus in an analysis which extends the wodc of James and Daüa Costa, George 
Caffenais argues that capital's decomposition of the m a s  wodru in the mid 1970s has 
been accompanied by a redistribution of work in two dinctions. One is the growth of a 
high-technology sector focussed on the "energy/informationU field of oil. electncity, 
nuclear power, and rnicr~electronics.'~~ The other is the emergence of a low-tecbnology 
'seNice' sector, built around an influx of women into the work force, and partidly 
transforrning traditional, unwaged reproductive labour in the home into a zone for direct 
exploitation. 



The "energylinformation" and "service" sectors are functionaily cornplementary for 

capital, the former providing the cutting edge of profit-taking, the latter the mass 
employment necessary to stabilize the wage relation. But they differ xnarkedly in conditions 

of work. While workers in the "high" sector may be technologicaliy skilled, relacively 
secure and perhaps even identify with their work as part of "the brains of the operation," 

the "low" end service sector worker is poorly paid, insecure, unnaineci, deskilled."* 

Moreover, the sectors are differentiated by the age, race, and especially gender of thei. 

labour power-the high sector king predominantly male and white, the low sector 

disproportionately composed of workers who are young andfor colored a d o r  fernale, 

often perforrning a double shift of paid and unpaid reproductive labour at work and in the 

home. The former gendered division between waged work and unwaged service is now 

displaced and recapituiated within the wage zone. 

Such polarization raises serious questions about Negri's concept of the socialized 
worker. It obviously af5écts the "organic" relation to technology he posits for bis emergent 

subject. The grand sweep of the socialized worker thesis often seems to minimize those 

tendencies which separate strata of relatively well-skilled, weii-paid workers-who may 

indeed possess strategic technicd and communicationai capabilities-hm the Iarger mass 
of a post-industrial service-sector-janitors, fast-food operatives, and data-entxy clerks- 

subject to ail the most desicilhg and i s o l a ~ g  effects of technological domination. Since 
this division of the workforce tends to fail dong lines of gender and race, to ignore it is to 

risk universaiizing experiences most readily available to labour insofar as it is white and 
male. 

As numerous feminist analyses have made clear, the traditional masculinization of 

technology -formerly sedimenteci in the division benveen house and work--is to a 
considerable d e p  perpetuated within the new infomiational economy. While it is not 

unusual for women to have positions working with technology, men more often secure the 

jobs in which they control technology, rather than king controlled by it-whiie female 

workers experienœ classic deskilling effects.l3 This can be the case even in situations 
where workers of different genders use the 'same' technology: telework, which cm for 

some-predominantly male-professionais offer signifcant convenience and conüol. nveals 
a very different face in regard to the usually female data proamor - poorly paid, outside 
legislative protection, closely monitored, isolated and unorganized within an an "electronic 

ghetto," Such patterns of segregation tend to be redoubleci where the exclusions of race are 
compounded with those of gender. 

If this is the case, the opportunith for technological reappropriation that Negri 
identifies may exist primarily for those who art mat  privileged-and therefore Icast likely 



to use hem subvetsively. In not explicitly addressing this issue, tbe socialized wotker 

theory invites the accusations-which other autonomists have in fact levelied against 
Negri's work- of generalizing the expenences of relatively privileged workers in contact 

with the most advanced sectors of capital and ignoring other ~trata.''~ Moreover, in his 
eagerness to idem@ the leading edge of working class development. Negri aiso sometimes 

seerns to dismiss the continued resilience of some 'old' stniggles- one thinks, for example 

of the persistent, and, from capital's point of view, very untimely, mditancy of coal miners 

in Britain, the USA. and Canada. All this suggests that the divisions within the post- 

Fordist workforce are more complex and significant chan Negri allows. Although theorisis 

such as Caffentzis undoubtedly share his hope for an evennial remmposition of the 

working class, it is with far less optimism about its immediate prospects. In the bands of 

non-autonomist theorists-includhg various Manrists and ex-Marxists-the segmentation of 

the informational labour force is widely adduced as evidence of a bai end to class 

politics .l" 

However. Negri's writings contain an implicit response to this charge, albeit one 

which deserves amplification. He in fact emphasizes that in descrr'bing che cecomposition of 

socialized labour power he not talking of "something definitive, concludeci," but a 

"potentiality" , "a political act "which has to be asserted against resistan~e.'~' Negri's 

socialized worker is conceived as an agency in process, a subject formed in a smggle 

which has at stake not only the relation between labour and capital, but also the relation of 

Labour to itseif. The counter-tendency against which this recompositional movement asserts 
itself is, precisely, capital's segmentation of the labour market dong lines of gender, race, 
and age, which tends toward a "South Afncanization" of society, spIitting sociaIized labour 

into isolated segments. just as Caffentzis and others have de~cribed.'~~ 

However, Negri believes that this 'divide and conque? strategy for decomposing 
the socialized worker has some serious limitations. Capitai's tendencies to social apartheid, 

powerful as they are, are contradicteci by a simultaneous tendency to subsume labour 

within a single, unified system &pendent on a common infrastnicûm. Its sirnultaneuus 

tendencies to 'smmîh' and 'stratify' social space generate paradoxical results, unanticipateci 

interstitialities, upward and dowoward mobilities and flux. The dissem&atioa of technical 

knowledges and abilities cannot be limited to safe, reliable strata of employees-who in fact 

often themselves feel the chdi breath of insecurity-but is msde catholic by capitai's own 
* .  

frenetic processes of circulation. The socialized worker's farmilazlzation with and 
appropriation of their idormational habitat is a process which squirms under and over 

attempts to strategidy contain and stratify it. The system of segmentation leaks. 



Although Negri does not elaborate on the point, it is easy to think of examples. 
some of which we will discuss later: the vide0 counter-suiveillance of police abuses in 

ghettoized sectors. the development of highiy technicd modes of poiitico-cultural 
expression, such as certain straios of rap music. the importance of community and 

'guerfla' radio amongst subordinated groups, the crucial role of film, video and media in 

ferninist and anti-racist struggle. the increasing use of cornputer networks-including 
feminist networks-to publicize otherwise invisible labour stmggles, and the remarkabie 
exploration of cyberspace as a medium for the circulation of struggles by sorne of the most 

marginalized and dispossed sectors of the global workforce-such as the Zapatistas in 
Chiapas. uideed, we can Say that it is precisely as  an instrument to overcome the 

fragmentation and segmentation of the w o ~ o r c e  that the struggle of communication 
against information to which Negri gives so much emphasis assumes its MI importance. 

In our own view, realistic assessrnent of the cumnt state of class composition 

requires taking into account both the recompositional pibil i t ies  on which Negri focuses, 
and the decornpositional tendencies stressed by Caffenais and other autonornists. Both are 
present tendencies, and their proniinence in any given concrete instance varies. Negri's 
analysis is clearly mted in some of the remarkable cross-sectord linkages made in the 

French movements-although even there, sectoraiism ewnnously impedes mobilisations 

against neoliberalism. Caf5entzis1 more sombre perspective reflects the near-disastrous 
working class atomization in the United States. Yet, as we wiII see. even in the North 
Amencan context of hgmentation there are important countewsiling tendencies. With both 
these potentialities pnsent withh it, electronic capitalism constitutes what Negri calls "an 

enormous node of strategic conûadictions-like a boiling volcano" "O Tn the next chapter we 

will descend a littie deeper into the volcano, and start to more closely observe its fluxes and 

eruptions . 
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Chapter 5 

CIRCUITS 

Introduction 

in the previous chapter, we sketched a history of the stxuggies which have led class 
w a .  ont0 the terrain of the information revolution. We now take a more synchronie 

approach and survey the contemporary battleground. presenting reports h m  a h n t  that 
passes through robotized factories, interactive media, virtual classrooms, biotechnological 
laboratories. in vitro fertilization ciinics, hazardous waste sites and out into the global 
networks of cyberspace. 

To organize this account we use a concept very important to Marx-that of the 

circuit of capital.' Put simply, this shows how capital depends for its operations not just on 
exploitation in the irnrnediate workplace, but on the continuous iategration of a whole series 

of social sites and activities. Marx's account described two moments in this circuit. In 
production, labour power and means of production (machinery and raw materials) are 
combineci to mate commodities. in circulation, commodities are bought and sold; capital 
must both seli the goods it has produceci, realiPng the surplus value extracted in 

production, and purchase the labour power and means of production necessary to restart 
the process over again. 

Since Marx proposeci this model, capital has prodigiously expanded the scope of its 
social organization. This expansion, and the resistances it has provoked, has made visible 
aspects of its circuit that he largely overlooked, but which are identined in the autonomist 
analysis of the social factory? In the 1970s Mariarosa Daüa Costa and Selma James made a 
crucial revision when they insisteci that a vital moment in capital's circuit was the 
reproduction of labourpower-that is, the activities in which workers are prepared and 
repaired for work? These are processes conducteci not in the factory, but in the community 
at large, in schools, hospitais, and, above ali, in households, where they have traditionally 
been the task of unwaged fernale labour. 

More recently, another round of stniggles have called attention to further aspects of 
capital's circuits, previously largely overlooked by Marxists-the reproduction of nature. 
Capital must not only constantly fmd the labour power to throw into production, but also 
the raw materials this labour power converts into commodities. As mounting ecological 
catastrophe catalyzes intensifying protests by green movements and abonginai people-, it 
has become apparent that faith in the limitlessness of such resources is profoundly 
mistaken. Whether raw materiais are in fact availabie for accumulation depends on the 



extent of capital's territorial and technologicai ceach. on the degree to which ecosysterns 
have been dep1eted and defiled. and on the level of resistan~e this devastation amuses. The 
reproduction (or non-reproduction)of n a ~ e  increasingly becornes a problern for capital and 
a terrain of coaflict for those who oppose it? 

Taking account of insights won not just by workers' struggles but also by feminist 
and environmentai rnovements we posit an updatcd version of the circuit of capital. This is 
constituted by five moments-production. c o ~ p t i u n .  the reproduction of labour 
power.the reproduction of nature. and. findly , circulation as a whole. where capital 

attempts to achieve maximum mobility. flexibility and coordination between ail its other 
sites. At each point we will see how capital uses hi&-technologies to enforce command by 

imposing increased levels of workplace exploitation. intensifjing market relations, 
expanding subsumption of education, health care and rnatemity, deepening penetration of 
the environment. and estabiishing an overarching. panoptic system of measurement. 
surveillance and control through digitai networks. 

However. ou mode1 is a map not just of capital's strength but also of its weakness. 
In plottîng the nodes and links necessary to capital's flow. it also charts the points where 
those continuities cm be mptured. At every moment we will see how people oppose 
capital's technological discipline by practices of refiisal or reappropriation. We see 

how these stniggles multiply throughout capital's orbit; how connicts at one point 
precipitate crises in another, and how activists are using the very machines with which 
capital integrates its operations to cornet their diverse rebeiiions. The circuit of high 
technology capital thus ais0 provide the pathways for the circulation of struggles. We draw 

our exarnples primariiy h m  a Noah American context. This is perbaps one of the most 
inauspicious of cumnt contexts for class stmggle and, consequentiy. an acïd test for our 
contention that such conflict has not vanished h m  the horizons of the information era. 

Production: Workerless Factory 

Let us staa-thou@ not stay-at the traditionai heart of Marxist t h e q  , the 
immediate point of production, where capital squeezes out surplus value h m  wodcers, 
either 'absolutely' (by extending the working day) or 'relatively' (by raishg the iatensity or 
productivity of labour). Hem, the information revolution means an intensification of 
business' perennial drive to cut labour costs by transfexring workers' knowledge into 
machines. Over the last twenty years management has investecl massively in compuîcrized 
tools, robots, automatic delivery devices, and just-in time inventory systems, and 
connectai them in incteasingiy self-regulating complexes. With the advent of these 'new 



production systems' we approach the the horizon foreseen by Marx where capital mains its 
"fuii developmentn with the creation of, 

. . . an automatic system of machinery . . . a moving power that moves 
itself . . . consisting of numerous mechanicaI and intellectual organs, so that 
the workers themselves are cast merely as its conscious linkages? 

In such a system living labour is not so much "included withi. the production process" but 

relates to it "more as watchman and reg~lator."~ 
AIthough the elements of these highly automated systems have been appearing since 

1945, their introduction was clearly accelerated by the industrial rievolts of the dOs and 70s. 
The advent of new production systems was initiaüy concentrated in the car factories, 
chemicd plants, and steel milis where mass worker militancy had been strongest.' 
Subsequently, however, such systerns have been experimented with throughout aü sectors 
of work, h m  nursing to pizza-making to lighthouse-keeping. AIthough their fully 
integrated versions are sti l l  futuristic islands in a sea of more traditional work methods, 
their discrete elements are widely disseminated, and the tendency toward inkgration 
evident ? 

Since the dawu of such computerized automation, people have been concerned 
about the conseQuences for employment: as early as 1949, Norbert Weiner, the father of 
cybernetics, raised the spectre of a crisis of work multing from robocization? The classic 
reply was that Iabour displaced h m  the rnanufacturing sector would be reabsorbed in the 
service secior or in the information sector. Throughout the 1950s and 6ûs, this optimistic 
prediction seemed to be borne out by the course of events. But today there are signs that 
chis Iogic rnay be exhausting itself. For the same type of technologicai systems which 
decimated manufaceuring jobs are now king applied in the tertiary sectors meant to soak up 
the surplus labour displaced h m  industrial production- In the banking, insurance, 
wholesale and retail industries, companies are using seamiess, end-to-end information 
processing systems to eliminate whole layes of employees. Moreover, the acceleration of 
this process is an unacknowledged aspect of the 'information highway.' TeIeshopping, 
video on demand, and viaual services mean the mass liquidation of cierks, salespeople, 
and 0 t h  s~pernumexaries.'~ As the spate of layoffi in telecommunicakions demonstrates, 
those who are building the highway are the first to go. Capital is automathg not just the 
factory but the entire social factory. 

Potentidy, the extraordinary productivity tocteases created by such high levels of 
automation could be realized in terms of g c n d  inclu~ses in incorne aucifor supporteci 
Ieisure time. But within a social order where incornt remains dependent upon the wage 

(and where this dependence is reinforced by cuts to wclfarr and socid programs), they 



result in an entirely opposite outcorne: an intensifieci availability for work, enforced by the 

irnmiseration of unemployment. 

In rnany advanced capitalist economies unemployment rates are now at Ievels 

unthinkable Nty years ago. Where this is not the case, as in the US, this is largely because 

of a huge expansion of part-the and temporary work, so-called Mdobs,' which in effect 

institutionalize chronic underemployment. This situation ceaainly can't al1 be laid at the 

door of automation. The global relocation of labour (capital's other major weapon against 

workers) is a major factor, which we wiii discuss in the next chapter; and there are further 
cyclical, organizationai and demographic elements in play. Nonetheless, attempts to deny 

the contribution of technological redundancy. dong with ail the negative multiplier effects 

of decreased consumer demand, seem increasingly obtuse. Even some maiastream 
economists now concede îhat a serious problem exists." 

This growth in unemployrnent restores what Marx identified as the centrai weapon 

of capitalist command over the working class-the maintenance of a permanent "resetve 

armyn of the unemployed.l2 Fear of joblessness undermines labour's strike power, and 

allows management to coerce empioyees 'cooperation,' recmit desperate scab labour, and 

drive down wages and working conditions. As workers compete amongst themselves for 

employment, capital sifts them into different strata-the declining core of permanent 

employees needed to run the new production systems. the penphery of temporary and part- 

tirne workers cailed up accordhg to the fluctuations of the economy or the production 

cycle, the absolute rejects destined for the weIfare Lines or starvation. Labour is segmenteci 

into an increasingly vicious hierarchy whose rungs tend to correspond and reinforce 

discriminations of gender, race and age. Those at the top must work ever harder, faster and 

more flexibly to save themselves h m  the immiseraîion below. Those at the boüom buy 
survivai only at the pnce of super exploitation, pricing themselves into a job so cheaply it is 

not worth replacing them with machines. 

However, capital has won this victory at the cost of creaîhg a potentially explosive 

social situation. In North America, ihe most dramatic evidenœ of this was the Los Angeles 

rebeilion of 1992, the single most violent urban insurrection since the mid-19th century. 
Framed by the mainstream media simply as an issue of 'race', the uprising was in fact, as 
commentators such as Mike Davis have pointed out, in fact a "multiculturai bread not."" It 

involved Latinos, black. and whites in a community whose traditional sources of 

employment in the aerospace and automobile inustries had been gutted through automation 

and global relocation. The rioters came h m  the ranks of the un- and under-employed, 

dependent on the scanty welfare, casualized service work or aumdmd 
. .  * industries which 



constitute the underside of the high-tech econorny. They thus represent precisely the 
potenrial fate faced by aii labourers in the era of the workerless factory. 

Moreover, although the conditions of South Cenual Los Angeles gave the rebellion 
its singularity, it would be wrong to see it simply as a 'one-off event. From the late 1980s 
to today there have emerged an array of movements fighting to avoid the levels of 
immiseration that sparked the LA not. The insurrection of 1992 should therefore be seen, 
not as an anomaly, but as an epicenm of turmoil, around which can be located less intense, 
but perhaps more persistent, shock-waves spreading out in time and space across North 
Amenca. 

These include a new series of mobilizations by workers fighting to preseme their 
livelihoods and dignity.14 In Los Angeles itself, the same communities that rose up in the 
1992 insurrection are now generating a surge of labour militancy sweeping the hotels, fast 
foods, restaurants and dry-walling firms. To the north, janitors and service workers have 
for the h t  tirne stmck the cornputer mecca of Silicon Valley; to the es t ,  simiiar stniggles 
are king waged in the entertainment complexes of Las Vegas; to the south, female workers 
are organizing in a garment industry that migrates its o p t i o n s  across the USIMexico 
border. Elsewhere, the same period saw major workplace b a t h  waged by meatpackers at 
Hormel; miners in ttie Appalachians and in Northern Canada; vehicle, rubber and sugar 
workers whose simultaneous strikes and lc~kouts tunieci Illinois into a 'class war zone'; 
airline attendants h m  Alaska to Miami; telecommunications operators in New England; 
newspaper workers in San Francisco and Detroit; autoworkers in both the US and Canada ; 
and nurses and education workers resisting public spending cutbacks fiom New York to 
Vancouver. 

These movements are, in temis of the types of workers involveci, extraordinarily 
diverse-so much so t h  they at first seem to de@ generalization. In fact this diversity is, in 
itseif, an important defining feaaire. These stniggles are clearly no longer predominantly 
"mass worker" actions. They are the actions of Negri's variegated "socialized worker," or 
of what Michael Lebowitz refers to as  not an industrial but a "multifarious" proletariat." 
This is not to deny that they include some very traditional working class battles. The 
rnilitancy of mining comrnunities at Piüston in the US or Yellowknife in Canada contradicts 
those who are quick to say adieu to 'old' terrains of class war. Moreover, indusaial 
workers have sometimes found in the new autonliltbd factories unexpected points of 
vulnerability. In US and Canaûian strikes in the 199ûs, car workers have discovered the 
susceptibility of highiy integrated 'just-in-tirne' production to strategic work stoppages. 
Nonetheles, industriai labour no longer provides the cutting edge of labour activism. In 



major codkontations its classic strike tactics have often gone down to defeat. At least in the 

US. its major institutional organization, the AFL-CIO, seems in a state of di~array.'~ 
in many cases the most militant and successful struggles are arising outside the 

industrial factory in the diffuse senrice sector, h m  organizations such as Justice for 
Janitors or the new groupings of female homeworkers. Often these movements involve 
workers at the bottom of the hierarchy of labour power, especially women and people of 
colour whose networks of support are founded as much in gender and ethnicity as in the 

traditions of the labour movement. While unions often provide the organizationai fom for 
these insurgencies, and in some cases give real support and leadership, such rebellions 
constantly bubble up at a local level below and sometimes in opposition to the upper levels 
of union bureaucracies, challenging established structures and strategies. 

Not the ieast of these has been a tendency to expand the scope of struggles. Faced 
with capital's new technological abiiities to outflank and ovemheh isolated revolts. 
workers have, with increasing urgency sought luikages between different points of 
resistance. They reply to the automation of work with a sociaiizatioa of struggles. This 
tendency takes a variety of forms. It includes increased efforts to organize sectorially. 
rather than on a basis of single plants; cross-sectorial connections. such as linkages 
between striking workers in the telecommunications and gannent indusaies, or the mutuai 
support between airline attendants, construction workers and bus clrivers; and increaseâ 
resort to consumer boycotts and 'corporate campaigns' hiaing at every aspect of an 

employer's investments ." 
Even more importantly. workers' organizatiom have entucd into experimental 

coalitions with other social movements also in collision with corporate order, such as 
welfare, anti-poverty . shidents, consumer and environmental p u p s .  Silicon Valley 
workers fighting the toxic production practices of compter companies have Wed their 
stniggles with those of environmental and housing a~tivists.~' Strikhg telephone workers 

join seniors, minorities and consumer groups to beaî bock rate me.'' Unionipng drives in 
the ghettos of tbe fast food and clothiag industries iniertwuie with campaigns against 

racism and the persecution of immigrants? ALthough such alliances are fkaught with 

difficulties, and sometimes end disasmusly, they in-ingiy breach tbe bounàaries of 
official 'labo& politics Incnasiagly, the agency of countermobüization against capital 
becornes not so much the tradts union as the "Iabour/commWLity allian~e."~' 

The objectives workers se& are diverse: resistance to lay-offs, mU-backs. speed- 

ups and contracthg out; &man& for redundancy compensation; support for =training; 
better pay and conditions for contingent wo&ers ; proteaion of health aiid other benefits. 
These goals are not. per se, new. But they are set in a new contact-that of the vast 



potential surpluses of labour time produceci by automation. Underlying the new wave of 
struggles is a rejection of capital's premgative to plan and manage these surpluses to its 

own advantage. 
Often this orientation is expressed in a demand for 'more jobs! For reasons we 

discuss in a later chapter. this seems to us an inadequate response. However, around this 

ameliorative pea for the perpetuation of the wage relation seethe more subversive ideas. 

One is an issue Marx saw as vital to the emancipation of labour, but which bas since the 

end of World War IT been largely abandoneci by rrades unions-the shortenhg of the 

working day?' Demands for the reduction of hours without Ioss of wage are now on the 

agenda of the most innovative sectors of labour revolt in Noah America, as in Europe, and 

even entertained by social democratic thinkersz3 This strategy buiIds solidarity between the 

employed and the unempioyed. Rather than dividing those impoverisbed by t m  little work 

and those exhausted by too much, it aims for a situation where "everyone works, but only 

a ~ i t t l e . " ~ ~  Uitimately it points toward even more radical possibilitie., such as the institution 

of a guaranteed incorne, which could dissolve the link between work and iacom. 

However, as we have suggested, these possibilities are no longer-and cm no longer-be 

sought solely on a workerist bais. Contrary to postindusaial fantasy, workpiace conflicts 

are not dissolved by the fluidity of the new technological environment; but they are 
decentred and recomposed with other arenas of activism, to whose examination we now 

tum. 

Comwnprion: Inferarive Media 

if it is in the workplace that capital extracts surplus value, it is in the market that this 

value must be reaIized through the sale of comm~dit ies .~ Manr rqeamüy emphasized that 

capitaI had a tendency to integrate these two moments in its circuit, expancihg the circle of 

consumption to match the growing volume of goods its produced, and decreasing the 

turnover time by acderating the speed with which goods passed from production to 

con~urnption."~ In the course of the twentieth cenhiry, these requirements have become the 

bais  for a massive project of social engineering-the c&on of a conSumer Society. 

Capital has discoved that as work requires a labouring subject, so the madcet needs a 
consurning subject, a subject that needs what capital produces and beLieves that these needs 
can and must be satisfied in commodity form. And as in production it dcvelops technology- 
-in the f o m  of automatic machinery-to d u c e  and conml subjects in their tasks as 
workers, so in the market it resorts to technology-in the form of ever more sophisticated 



waves of media and communicatiom devices-to target and direct subjects in their tasks as 

consumers. 
In the era of the rnass worker, mass production and m a s  consumption met in the 

virtuous circle of Fordism. Radio and television were indispensable components of this 
regime, deluging Society with the advertishg that tmined populaces in the the widespread 

consurnption of standardized commodity goods. However, the revolts of the 1960s and 

1970s shattered the stability and homogeneity of this mass market. The rejection of the 

Fordist factory regirne manifestecl in rnovements which, as well as demanding better 
standards of living. affirmed cultural diversity and self-expression. Capital reimposed 

social discipline through austerity, driving down wages and social wages. However, in 

doing so it undermined the purchasing power that supporteci mas-markets. This 

precipitated a classic realization crisis-inability to sel1 what is produced. Not only the 

workplace but also the marketplace therefore had to be restructured. This has pmceeded by 

a variety of avenues including the expansion of credit, the reorganization of marketing, and 

'globalization.' One crucial ingredient, however, has been a major restructuring of media.'' 

From the late 1970s to the present there have appeared on the market a profusion of 

new communications devices-cable and satellite TV, VCR's, camcorders, computers. 

Deployed beneath the made of increasingly concentrated, verticaily and horizontally 

integrated media empires, these technologies have been announced as inaugurathg a new 

era of choice, liberation, and personal fulfillment. As Fredenc Jarneson has observecl, there 

is today a tendency to identiQ the alleged benefits of the new media and the supposed 

virtues of the free market, with each serving as a legitimating metaphor for the other.t8 

In practice, the new technologies have fulfilled two corporate purposes. Fust, they 

have provided the channels for an explosive growth of markets for enteminment and 

information. Here, as on the shopfloor, capital has advanced by harnessing the energy 

unleashed against it: the desire for cultural diversity, subversively expressed in the 1960s. 

has over the subsequent decades been subjected to an unrelenthg cornmodification, 

converthg rock music, fashion, style, personal growth and popular culture into highly 
variegated zones of vertiginous commercial de~elopment?~ This skyrocketting 

cornmodification of culture has been vital as a compensation for a flagging growth in other 

sectors. In the polarized post-Fordist economy, even those who can no longer look 

forward to buy a house or car can still pay for a CD or cable, while those who already have 

more residences and vehicles than they need can be persuaded to spend on computers and 

electronic goods. Moreover, the high rates of obsolescence that &tain in these fields- 

almost instantaneous in cases of evanescent soft goods songs, films and video, scarcely 



less so in the ever changing electronic equipmcnts-meam that there is Little risk of 
saturating markets. 

Second, the new media not only ma te  fresh cultural commodities, but also permit 
extraordinary refinements in marketing other products. Here, a centrai element in the 
restnicturing of capital has been a huge inmase in expenditures on advertising, sales 
promotions and direct marketing.30 As the Fordist mass market was iragmented by falling 
wages and social polarizations, corporations sought both to intemationalize sales, and to 
segment them, stimulating hyper-coasumption amongst the relatively thin strata of weii- 
paid workers to compensate for the limited consumption capacity of the pmr and 
unemployed. New media systems, such as cabte and sateiiite television channels are 
erninently suited to tbis purpose.They both enlarge audiences (sometimes on a potentially 
global basis) and make possible this ever more precïse targeting of consumers differentiated 
by taste and income. 

This prospect is enhanced by the promise of various h d s  of 'interactivity'- 
roughly speaking, media systems which unlike unidirectional broadcasting permit a 
dialogic exchange between receiver and transmitter-for example, cornputerized videosn- 
demand or teleshopping. One comrnon but underpublicised feature of such systems is their 
capacity to û-ansmit back to the corporate provider detailed information about consumers' 
identities, location, consumption habits, and daüy schedule?' Integrated with other 
eIectronic traces left by point-of-sale devices, credit card scanning, billing and subscription 
records and direct polling, this aiiows the compilation of comprehensive profiles of 
consumer behavior. Such data then fonns the basis for the highly targeted, derno- and 

psycho-graphic micro-marketing cequired by the increasingly siratifieci and hierarchical 
organization of consumption. Furthemore, this data can be fed back into systems of 

'flexibly-specialized' production and just-in-time inventory control designed for rapid 
response to shifting market conditions. Interactive media thus hold out the promise of what 
Kevin W i n  t e m  "a t d y  cybemetic cycle of production and c~nsumption."'~ 

The implications of tbis situation were perhaps b a t  recognized two decades ago 

when Dallas Smythe suggested that the watchers of TV, in "leamhg to buy," effectiveIy 
"worked" for advertisersf3 Electronic capital's expanding media reach meant it exploited 
no& just labour power in the factory but also "audience power" in the home?' As the home 

entertainment centre becomes the conduit not only for an incoming flow of corporate 
propaganda but also for an outgoing strieam of idonnation about its viewers, this analysis 
grows in d b i l i t y .  The level of surveillance in the home tends toward that alrtady 
experienced in the workplace, and the activity of the waged "watchman" in the automatic 
factory, descnbed by Marx, becornes integraüy Linked with the unpaid "watching the" 



which sihe passes in front of the televisionf5 The rate of surplus value extraction. 
dependent on the exploitation of labour power, and the velocity of circulation. dependent 
on the carefbiiy targeted consumption capacity of the media audience. merely measure 
different moments in a contînuous, overafching, intanally differentiated but inaeasingly 
unified process of valorisation. 

However. analyses such as Smythe's often assume capital's intended exploitation 
of audience-power is €uUy successfiil. From our perspective, the more interesthg question 
is how it fails. if audience power is today analogous to labour power. then it too is a 
disobedient subjectivity which evades, resists, and reshapes technological contmls. There 
is now extensive evidence that viewers, listeners and readers are not passive receptacles 
awaiting hypodennic injection with narcotic messages, but rather aaive agents who engage 
in thousands of linle lines of flight and fight-from trrming off advertisements to the 
oppositionai ninterpretation of programs and the creation of micro-netwodrs of 
decommodifîed cultural activity? Just as capital's inwduction of new technologies, by 

potentidy k i n g  huge surpluses of tirne, have unintentionally opened up prospects of 
liberation h m  work. so its expansion of new communication technoiogies inadvertently 
opens up a world of counter-usage. 

To understand why, we can elaborate on a hint of Marx's. As we have noted. he 

argued that a crucial motive behind the capitalist development of communications was its 
drive to shorten the circulation time of commodities-to speed the passage h m  commodity- 
form to money-fom and back again. But Marx also observeci that thue was a Mt to this 
acceleration. If a product passes instantly , without barrier or impediment, h m  producer to 
consumer, it destroys the moment of exchange. A commodity must remain in the owner's 

hands long enough to be sold. Capital might wish to maintain the continuity of circulation 
by passing through its different phases "as it does in the mind, where one concept tums 
into the next at the speed of th~ught.")~ But this dream cannot be realizedEor the 

cornmodity to retain it essentiai attribute-that of king bought and sold-its passage must be 

intempted: "it must spend some tirne as a cocoon before it cm take off as a butterfly."" 
Today, electronic technologies are m a h g  a whole range of commodities central to 

the 'information economy'-computer software, Films, video, television programmes, 
electronic music and games and a proliferation of digital goods-into instant buttefies. 
Disseminateci at wniaily "the speed of thoughtn through electronic and digital channels, 
they take on aireal and evanescent forms difficdt to contain within the commodity-form. 
We have seen ihat computerized automation, by moving the requirement for labour in 
production towards zero, opens up ambivalent possibilities-eik for an inttnsification of 
work or a fundamental erosion of the the wage fom. Similady, eleCfIOnic communication 



so diminïshes the circulation time of electronic goods as to simultaneously permit two 

diametrically opposeci options: a radical intensification of commodification, through pay- 
per services and consumer surveillance, or a fundamental attenuation of the commodity 
form. 

At the very tirne when innovations in communication are becoming the basis for 

vast commercial empires, there is apparent an opposite tendency that flouts the logic of the 

market. People are using the new technologies to get or give out infonnation for free: 
reproducing , transmitting, sampling and reconfiguring without respect for commercial 

property righis. This is known as 'piracy.' And it is prevalent. As access to the new 

communication machines becornes more and more thoroughly sociaiized, we see 

photocopyïng; home taping; bootlegged videos; copied software; zapping; surfing; 
descrarnbling, and culture jamming. These practices constitute a clandestine shadow-world 

which obstinately foliows the attempt to enclose information in commodity f ~ r m ? ~ T o  give 

only one example, in the United States, where 'theft ' of satellite teIevision sigaals was to 

be pcevented by scrambling, it is estimated that half the descramblers are now used 

iUegaUy.JO Of course. rnuch of this illicit activity is folded back into commodity form 

through bIack market industries. However, what is remarkable is that so much corporate 

effort -bath in terms of technological design and legal activity-is today being exercised to 

restrict what the media corporations ostensibly promote, that is the, literally, 'free' flow of 

information.*' 

Moreover, an increasingly wide variety of groups and movements are using this 

generaiized availability of communication technologies not simply for individual but for 

collective purposes. This manifests in the development of 'alternative' or 'autonomous' 

media J2 Such experiments first blossomed during the 1960s and 1970s in a wave of radio- 

activism. g u e d a  videm, and public access cable movement~!~ Despite enormous 

difficulties they have persistecl. Radio-activisrn has continued and s p d ,  reinvigorating 
itself in North America by the proliferation of inexpensive, low power, and usually illegal 

microwatt FM bmadcasting by ghetto communities, squatters and the h~rneless.~ 

Oppositionai video-making bas passeci h m  the avant-garde to cotnmon pmtice amongst 

social rno~ements.'~ New areas of activism have opened around television, with tbe 
attempts in the US and Canada to create and sustain public a c œ ~  cable-a medium whose 

political potential has been developed by the Paper Tiger Television collective and its 

satellite broadcasting Deep Dish pr~ject.'~ These initiatives have ken comp1emented by 

others wtiich ingeniously critique and challenge mainstream d a :  tbe Vancouver-based 

'Adbusters'attempt to infiltrate commercial channels with nsubvertisments"-and then use 

their refusal as grounds for legal action? Computer networks are adding a whole new 



dimension to this autonomous media activity. one which we will examine in a separate 
section of this paper. 

Lack of resources mean that in many-or most-cases the m h  of such experünents 
is limited, and their aspirations only very partidly realized. Nonetheless, alternative media, 
offer something different h m ,  and often explicitly opposed to, capital's mobilization of 
"audience power." Corporate 'interactivity' is ratificatory: it posits dialogue only within the 

preset limits of profitability. The logic of autonomous media, on the other hand. tends to be 
what Rafael Roncaglio caüs "alterativen-probing the iimits of estabLished ~rder.~' it often 
includes projects of self-representation, involving subjects in the definition and 
documentation of their own social experience. Lt ammpts to overcome the restrictions of 
technical expertise characteristic of capital's division of labour. It experiments with forms 
of collective ownership. Above aü, alternative media often give a voice to precisely those 
who are excluded or silenced by the commercial logic of marketdriven information 
indusaies-either because they are not demographically desirable or because they are 
politically suspect. 

This pmliferation of individual and collective counter-usages means that on 
occasion capital's cornmunicational control can be internipted. Let us look briefly at just 
one exarnple--the events around the Los Angeles rebellion. As Mike Davis notes. 
Southcentral LA is a "&ta and media black hole, without local cable programming or links 
to major data system~."~~ A "housing/jobs ghetto in the early twentieth century industrial 
city," it is now also "an electronic ghetto within the ernergîng information city "'O Yet when 

the streets exploded in 1992 in a vast outburst of 'proletarian shopping.' the insurgency in 
multiple ways ma& the communication apparatuses of contemporary capital operate to its 
advantage?' The uprising was, of course, ignited precisely by an instance of this capacity- 
George Halliday's video of Rodney h g ' s  beating. This was not the h t  example of 
politically significant counter-surveillance in the city: only shortly before, in an episode 
someeimes referred to as "the riot that didn't happen," unionized Latiao and Chicano 
janitors and maich fighting for a fmt conttact with the Los Angeles hotel industry had won, 
partly as a result of threatening to circulate videoed evidence of abysmal working 
conditions to potential convention gue~ts?~ 

Even before the rebellion, its idiom of despair and anger had already been 
disserninated in advance by the cultural inventions of îbe ghettoized community-hip hop 
and rap-music whose characteristic sampling and mixing techniques are a quintessential 

example of ingenious technologid teappropriation by dixnfranchised? 'Ihe politid 
importance of such music was neatly demonstmted when, aftei. the uprising, President 
Clinton chose to publicly nprimand rap artist Sister Souljah for her justification of the 



rebellion. Meanwhile, on the actuai days of the rioc, the Los Angeles Police Department 

faiied to control the streets not ody because of f w  of the street gangs' firepower, but also 

because of the s k W  walkie-Me coordiaation of tooting. The omnipresence of the 
corporate media, covering the most televised urban upnsing in history, had an ambiguous 

effect. For although its representations generally dernonized and distorted the 
insurrectionaries, it could not entirely avoid giving voice to their outrage. TeIevision thus 
contributed to the çirculation of supporting rios and demonstrations in Atlanta, Cleveland, 

Newark, San Francisco, Seattle, S t Louis, ~oronto?* Simuitaneously , a variety of 

autonomous media, ranging from microwatt radio stations in ghettoized neighbohoods- 

such as the famous Zoom Black Magic Liberation Radio-to cornputer networks connecting 

activists in North America to others in Europe, spreiui a wider range of news, anaiysis and 

debate." These inciuded the reports of writers and jounialists sympathetic to the rioters, 

such as Mike Davis. They also included the extraoniinary "Bloods/Crips Proposai for LA'S 

Face Lift," a comprehensive plan for the reconstruction of LA produceci by the notorious 

suret gangs, with provisions for the remaking of the h a n  environment, education, health 

services and employment-a document largely ignored by mainstream media J6 
As so very many cornmentators have pointed out, the monopoiization of media by 

commercial interests has momentous coIlSeQuences for freedom of speech?' Wbether 

thmugh explicit editoriai intervention, the demographic imperatives of advertising, 

internalized censorship by jourualists or the conventions embedded in their professional 

training, it tends to filter out news or anaiysis subversive of capitaiisrn. Frictions and 
competition within media capital itseif, and the occasionai refusal of individuai joumalists 

or artists to subrnit to managerial control, means that this filtration is not as  absolute as is 

often suggested. Something usualiy escapes. But the corporate ownership of the major 

organs of societal communication rends towards a situation in whicb, in Marx's classic 

formulation, "the ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant 
material relationshipsn--in this case, the idealized expression of captalism's dominance 

over so~iety.~' 

However, there is a wwtervailing factor. Capital, in developing its media 

apparatus, has let the genie out of the bottie. La its drive to extend the scope of the market, 

it has so thoroughly disseminated and made f d a r  the technid meaus of communication 
as to open the door to a series of individuai and collective nappn,priations. Out of these 
efforts emerge possibiiities to use new technologies, not for the circulation of comrnodities, 
but for the circulation of stniggles, comecting and rnaking visi'bie to each ottier a 

multiplicity of social movements which in d i n a n t  ways contest tbe relations of the 
market. To the exampie of events around the LA rtvolt can be added others: the efforts of 



alternative media during the Persian Gulf War, the mobiIization of support for political- 
activist prisoner Murnia Abu Jamal. accomplished almost entirely through altemative radio. 
press, video and cornputer links; the intemationai networkhg associated with events such 
as NAFïA and the Zapatista revolution, which we discuss in the next chapter. But to 

understand the multiplicity of groups ushg the new communication channels we must go 

beyond production and consurnption and into the realm of reproduction. 

Reproduction of Labour Power: The High--Technology Srare 

Labour power is reproduced in the households and institutions where people are 
socialized. schwled, traioed, prepared and repaired for work. Marx noted that "the 
maintenance and reproduction of the working class remains a necessary condition for the 

reproduction of capital" -but. betraying bhdspots characteristic of hîs gender and era, he 
omitted this activity h m  his account of capital's circuits, declaring thai "the capitalist may 
safely leave this to the workefs drives for self-preservation and pr~pagation."'~ 
Autonornists, however, have argued that this reproductive activity-so often the unpaid 
activity of women-cannot be taken for granted. Moreover, they have pointed out that over 
the course of its historicai development, capital has increasingly extended its ofganization to 
shape, sort, maintain and renew the supply of min& and bodies it requires for work-an 
activity usually mediateci through the increasingly Leviathan-Wre structures of the statePO 

Thus the f in t  half of the twentieth century saw aN advanced capitalist societies. to 
varying degrees, move h m  the "Rights Staten-where the activity of governent was 

restrkted to securing the conditions for 'fiee-markett-to the "Plamer Staten-in which the 
state managed the reproduction of labour power through a vast array of schools, hospitais, 
welfare offices,and other institutions. Initiateci as a concessionary response to the threat of 
working class movements, the Planner State aiso became a motor for capitalist growth. The 
welfare state sirnultaneously represented a real victory for workers and, for business, 
cultivatexi the increasingly healthy, educatcd and stratifieci forms of 'human capital' 
necessary for intensive techaoscientific development. in the 1%0s and 70s. however. 
movements of workers, the unemployed, welfare recipients, shidents 8ad minody groups 
won increases in social expenditures, and in some cases conml over their administration 
that conflicted with the priorities of capitalkt developmentb' 

Capital's response was to dismantle the Planner State in favour of the "Crisis 
State ." This new regime has a double face. On the one hand, privatization, deregdation and 
cutbacks systematically erode the weIfare state. slash the social wage and attack any 
protections h m  the disciplinary force of the market. On the othcr, those aspects of the 



state necessary to the protection of acmmdati~n-such as the security apparatus or 

subsidïzation of high technoIogy investment-are strengthened. Tbere thus appears the 
paradoxicai combination of "the free market and the strong  tat te."^' The govemrnental 

apparatus, in so far as it serves social purposes, is dissolved, but maintaineci or enlargeci 
insofar as it assists accumulation. The resuit is a fusion of state and capital in which the 

former is increasingly absorbed h o  the latter and acts solely as its coercive and 

administrative m. 

The Crisis State is a high-technology state. The costs of reproducing labour power, 

once supported through the social wage, are now, as in more primitive eras, substantially 

devolved back onto the popdation. However, this process, ripe with potentiality for 

disorder, is now policed, monitored and administered through increasingly precise and 

omnipresent technoIogicd networks, devoted to the regulation of subjects considered as 

dangerousty deviant or unproductive. The computerized monitoring of claimants for 

various forms of "social wage"; the electronic or biometnc fingerprinting of weMate 

recipients; the technologicdy-intensive poIicing appIied against the poor, indigent or 

ghettoized; the drive to reduce the costs of a growing prison population-through electronic 

braceleting, or telework in privatized j&-ail show the increasingly panoptic face of the 

neoliberal state. . * .  
An important part of this regime of tion and surveillance is brought to 

bear on the most fundamental form of reproductive activity-motherhood. The 
reconsolidation of the 'family values' supposedly niptured by the feminist revoIt of the 

1960s and 70s has been a significant part in the neoliberal agenda. For as welfate services 

are degradeci, the resumption of the traditionai fernale role as a 'voluntary' care-giver for 

the Young, sick, and elderly becomes critical to prevent social disintegration. This 

reconsolidation of femaie domesticity has been associate. with a variety of state 

interventions: iimitations on and recriminakations of abortion services; legd regdation of 

the pre-natal conduct of 'unfit' mothers; and experimeats in the sterilization of weIfare 

rnothers by mandatory Norplant impiantsd' Many of these measuns are enabled or 

supported by high technologies-hm the fetai imnography made avaiiable by advanced 

monitoring techniques to under-the skia fertility dnig~.~~lthough they include b t h  'pro' 
and 'anti-natalist' tendencies, the common theme of these interventions is enhanced state 

conirol over maternity-conaol exercised to ensure the 'pro@ management of p r d o n  
and to reconstnict the household as a costless, diable site for îhe reproduction of labour 
power. 

This monitoring of matemity is in turn a part of a larger disciplining and rationing 
of medicd costs, In the 1960s and 1970s. health care had been a site of rapidly d a t i n g  



expense and demands by social activists. The 1980s and 90s saw a counterattack on public 
health care costs, freezing or rolling back the wages and working conditions of nurses and 

service workers. closing hospitals and clinics. lengthening waiting lists. irnposing user fees 

and eroding free coverage. The consequence has been a regession in basic heaith care 

services. marked in North America by the reappearance of tuberculosis and other 

anachronistic epidemics. Yet at the same time, scientific innovation is generating an array of 

hturistic techniques-biotechnology , organ transplants. new super dnigs. These are 
heralded as transforming the very limits of mortaiity. However, access to these 

technologies is increasingly limited by the imperative of the market. Their development 

becomes a point of intersection for a series of powerful agencies-pharmaceutical 

campanies. manufacturers of hospital equipment, insurance corporations. and enterpnse- 

onented doctors. research institutes, and hospitals-locussed on rnaking hedth care a 

source of profit rather than a public servicePS 
While neoiiberalism displaces social costs back to the individual and family level, 

public institutions are increasingly shaped to tuming out the precise forms of labour power 

wanted by capital. Even as its insists on the reduction of social expendinires, business still- 

-indeed more than ever-demands literate workers, dmg and disease free technicians, and 

world ckass rnolecular biologists and computer scientists. The disinkgration of general 

social welfare thus proceeds simultaneously with increasingly direct public financing of 

corporate research and training, by direct subsidization, university collaboration, military 
contract, or privatization. A vital aspect of this process is the heightened orientation of 

schools, universities, and medical institutes to the training, sorting and selection of 

aptitudes and cornpetencies functional for high technology indusûy. 

Thus. in the universities the neoliberai response to the s e n t  revolt of the 196ûs 

(after the tear gas, shwtings and academic purges) was radical restr~cturing?~ Over the late 

1970s and 1980s the rate of funduig for university education in most capitalist economies 

were cut, tuition fees and student debt sharply raised, and pmgrams seen as radical or 

sirnply inutile to industry cut. With campus unrest apparently quashed, conditions were set 

for a new, deeper integration of universities and business, one vital to the development of 

high tech 'knowledge industries.' Moneys subtracted from base operating budgets were 

partialIy reinjected back into prograrns of applied science, schools of communication, 

engineering and business administration, and special institutes for computer, biotechnology 

and space research. 
The reshaped education apparatus in many ways epitomizes the d e s s  

technoiogical logic of the neohberal statef7 Targeted and sponsod research programs, 
indusnial parks, private seccor Liaisons, consuitancies and cross-appoinîmcnts provide 



business with the facilities to socialize the costs and risks of research and privatize the 

benefits. Students are trained and sorted for the new information economy by inaeasingly 

vocationai and technically-oriented pmgrams, both at the unîversity or school level, while 

they or their parents bear an increasingly high propomon of the costs for tbis pnicess. At 
the same tirne, universities and schools, as major users of computer and other information 

technotogies, provide a market for the products of the same high-technology corporations 

whose future employees they train. Educational institutions in turn use these technologies 

to cut-costs and lay-off employees as their conîribution to Crisis State austerity. 

Information technologies are thus embedded at the very core of the crisis state, as 

both means and end. Hi&-tectuiology is used to cut socid pmgrams. Social program are 

cut in order to assist corporations make huge investrnents in high technology, either directly 

through subsidization or indirectly through tax breaks. As the social wage is slashed, the 

costs of reproducing labour power are devolved onto hdividuals and households. Yet the 

state apparatus continues to serve as an agency for mobiijzing, training and sorting the 

computer-literate, software-biendly , media-familiar labour power which knowledge-based 

capital requires. The net tendency is toward a retum to the social conditions of the 19th 

century overseen by the technologies of the 21st. 

However, this transformation of goverurnent has catalyzed opposition. The 

dissolution of the welfare state has m o b W  a very broad array of resistances to what is 

widely understood as a corporate agenda of privatization and &xegulation. Although these 

movements have a historicai continuity with the revolts of the 1%0s and 1970s. they have, 

through the 1980s and 1990s. involved new constituencies, with different themes and 

organizationd styles. WMe the participants in such movements may often not consider 

thernselves anti-capitalist, their activism almost inevitably Ieads to collision with the 

neoliberal resttucturing. hcreasingly tbese movements have begun to enter into netwodcs 

of alliance with each other. Of particular significance fiom our point of view is that in some 

cases they have reappropriated segments of the enormous technoscientific apparatus that the 

Crisis State has helped bring into existence. 

Thus the destruction of social safety nets has brought into being a variety of new 

"poor peoples organizations." These ranging h m  the squatters of Homes not lails, to End 
Legislated Poverty in Vancouver, to the encampmentsi of homeless in New York. Although 

these movements address the concems of the most extremely dispossessed and excluded, 

some of them in fact display considerable technologid sophistication. For example, Food 
Not Bornbs is a group whose activities in San Francisco led to over seven hundrtd auests 
from 1988 to 1994. In addition to running the on-street soup kitchens which have amuseci 
the ire of municipal govenunent, it operates its own radio network, based largely on low- 



watt broadcasting, produces its own audio tapes and has a World Wide Web site. Through 
these channels it disseminates information excluded h m  the mainStream press about the 
police harassment of its programs and the stucniral causes of poverty!* 

Similariy, the neoliberal retm to family values has encountered widespread 
resistance. in North America there has been a zevival of the abortion-rights movement. 
Largely as a result of the influence of poor women and women of colour. this has 
undergone a strategic reorientation. sometimes descnbed as a shift " h m  abortion to 
reproductive freed~rn."~~ The empbasis on individual choice has been gradually replaced by 

an emphasis on coUective control over the researçh and availability of medicai technologies, 
including opposition to both compulsory fertility and eugenic stenlization. Women have 
aiso attempted to enlarge their own technological wnûol over pf~cteation. through 
campaigns such as that waged in the US for access to the abortion drug. RU 486.Tbere is 
also more focus on tht provision of adequate health senrices, housing, and wages and 
welfare as ''social conditions necessary for autonomous ch~ice."'~ 

The nucleus for this new resistance is often the women's health centres and ciinics, 
whose defence, both h m  the harassment. firebombings and assassinations of the right-to- 
life movernent and h m  the cut-backs of neol ira l  governments. has formeci a focus of 
activism. These centres are in turn embedded within the dense web of alternative 
communications and cultural channels developed over severai decades by the women's 
movement. They are dso more and more frequentiy using new channels, such as the 

intexnet. for discussion and mobilization. Indeed. it is interesting that perhaps the first 
major North Amencan political crisis in cyberspace, precipitated by the US 
Teiecornmunications Decency Act, pivoted around the attempt to curtail discussion of 
abortion issues on the networks. 

These stmggles in hini overlap with a broader array of movements over health care. 
in Canada. various coalitions of hospital workers and community gcoups have mobilued to 

defend public health care system agaiast cuts, or a c W y  attempted to extend the 
sociaLization of health care. as in the struggie over health insurance in the US. At the same 

time there have appeared what Patrick Novotny, miting of the environmental justice 

activism, d i s  movements of "popuiar epidemiology."" These movements often involve 
groups rnarginalized by the industrial-medical cornplex-people of colour. women, gays 
and lesbians. They challenge established expertise, demand arlnitiouai ailocaiions of 
huiding, question the pnoxity of profits over people, reappmpriate popdar capacities for 
research, and often seek systernic rather than palliative answers to the causes of di-health. 

A strikllig example is the extraordiriary self-organization of medical knowledge 
associated with anti-AIDS activkn. Organizations such as ACT UP and Pmject Inforrn 



have attacked govenimental underfuading of rwearch and its subordination to corporate 

profit; reshaped research agendas; amassed and circulated immunological and Wologicai 
information, both by computer networks and other means: investigated 'alternative' 

ueatments; set up guernlla clinics, smuggling ~ g s  and buyers clubs; clandestinely 

manufactured commercially-patented dnigs; and shown enormous sophistication in video- 
activism and other forms of culturai agitation7' Moreover, these forms of activism have 

gradually become central to the agendas not just of the white, male gay community but also 

of people of colour and women. In the process, AIDS has been recognized as a disease of 

poverty , p r i d y  afflicting those whom the disintegration of socid infrasûucnires, 

community networks, health-care and education render vulaetable. Anti-AiDS stniggles 

have thus often been connected to campaigns for improved public hdth funding, 
comprehensive medical insurance. and the ceailocation of d t a t y  spendi~g?~As Steven 

Epstein points out. anti-AIDS activism is part of a wider curent of popular mobilizations 

over the control of medicai techno~cience?~ It draws on the earlier example of the women's 

health movement and, in tum, has inspired groups seeking to esîabiish causal links 

between bceast cancer and industrial pollution or win access to RU-486. All of these efforts 

run athwart neoiiberal piorities. 

Meanwhile, the belief that campuses were pacified now appears premam. The late 
1980s and 1990s bave seen the emergence of a new cycle of uaiversity ~tmggles?~ Robert 

Ovetz notes that this stems from numerous different but interanimahg sources-These 
include protests against tuition increases, program closures, student aid cuts, and 
skyrocketing debt loads; movements against the commercial development of university 

lands ; carnpaigns opposing involvement with corporate investment in South Afnca or East 

Timor; and demands by minorities and women for campus centres, daycares and programs 

of rnulticultural and feminist sntdies7%1is web of protests M e r  overlaps with the fights 
of university workers agaïnst rollbacks and casualization. The net result has been a slowly 

m o u  ting campus turbulence, involving picket lines, demonsmtions, occupations, national 

student striltes in Canada and major confrontations behveen police and students on severai 

US campuses. 

These student movements have sometimes involved blocking the hi&-tech 

colonization of education, as in the case of the Unplug youth activists who have ejected the 

Whiale corporation's commercial Channel One h m  several high sfboois in the US?' In 
other cases, it entails reclaiming info-tech for alternative purpcises. In North America, 

students not only played a major part in the unauthorid creation of thc Intemet, but have 
used it to link protests at geographically disperseci campuses. In spring of 1994 Latino and 
Chicano students at the Universities of Michigan, Colorado, Nebraska and numerous sites 



in California erupted in hunger strikes and occupations. They demandeci new programs, 
anti-racist initiatives, grape boycotts Ui support of farmworkers, and the naming of 
buildings in memory of Caesar Chavez. Their protests were extensively connecteci and 
cwrdinated by computer-communications faciiitated by sympathetic librarians, faculty and 
union organi~ers.~' Similady, 1995 and 1996 saw the email-coordination of multicampus 
protests against reductions in student aid and rising tutition fees both in Canada and the 

US .'9 

Surveying this range of resistances, it is clear that while neoliberalism has been 

largely successful in its resuucturing of the state, this process displays increasingly 
paradoxical aspects. As Negri puts it, 

extreme liberalization of the economy reveals iu opposite, namely that the 
social and productive environment is not made up of atomized individuals . 
. . <but> of collective individuals . . . new technology . . . increase the 
importance of this collective basis of production8" 

Most sirnply, this manifats in the fact that the pmject of cutting the social wage has 
mobilized a range of social movements arrayed outside and against the privatized state. 

While neoliberalism has found in cornputers and other forms of informatics the 
instrumentation to attack social program, the creation and operation of such technologies 
depends on a widespread socialization of scientific cornpetencies. Indeed, it presurnes the 
very educational and medical idrastrucaires, the very development of human capital, which 
neoliberalism now aims to erode. This introduces into the pmject of austerity a fundamental 
instability. One syrnptorn of this is that the technologically-armed Crisis State increasingly 
fin& itseif opposed by the anti-poverty activist with a micmwatt transmitfer; the 

reproductive rights worker versed in medical science; the anti-Aids organizer with 
camcorder and pharmaceutical expertise: the student plugged into the Internet. 

The Reproduction of Natwe: Genetic Engineering 

However, to grasp the full scope of such opposition, we have to look at struggles 
not only over the state and social reproduction, but also around the reproduction of nanire. 
Capital mobilizes technology to conirol not only labour in the workplace, nor society as a 
whole, but nature itself. It needs not just workers but also raw materiais. As it &ces 

people to labour power, so it reduces nature to a resource: both exist to be used up. The 
development of a technoscience airneci at the domination of labour has, as the Fcankfort 
School theonsts point out, been inseparable h m  an unpnxedented intensification in the 

domination of nature. For al1 that Marx often participated in the scientific triumphalism of 

his century, he nonetheless cleatly recognized the dangers of this trajectory when, 



describing capitalist agriculture, he spoke of it "simultaneously undermining the original 
sources of all wealth-the soi1 and the w~rker."~' 

During the industriai phase of capital this exhaustive tendency became estabLished 

as business's standard operating procedure. Ever-intensifyhg applications of niachines. 
and chernicals were applied to 'mine' ecosystems without regard to sustainability. The 
costs of such damage were 'externalized' by dumping them on the surrounding community 

or deferring them forward ont0 future generations. As capital avoided paying for the 

reproduction of labour power, assuming the unpaid human activity of households aad 

communities, so it minirnized expenditures for ihe restoration of the natural worid, 

assuming an inexhaustible regenerative power. 

However. during the pst-war p e k d  the enormous social costs of this process 
becme increasingly apparent. Nuclear ernissions, industrial poilutants and pesticide 

poisoning created ever deepening and broadening zones of toxification-and new points of 

conflict. indeed, an eruption of 'green' struggles was one aspect of the general crisis of the 

social factory. At sites h m  Diablo Canyon to Love Canai, activists storming fences and 

blockading gates disnipted industrial mega-projects as effectively as labour unrest on the 

assembly line?* Not less than sheer depletion of natural resources, this growing resisîance 

to corposate despoliation constituted a menace to accumulation. 

The post-indusirial leap into the world of cornputers, telecommunications and 

biotechnologies was in part a response to this threat. As the arriva1 of high-tech on the shop 

fioor was accompanied by promises of liberation from work, so too was the advent of 

clean technologies celebrated as the answer to the evils of po~ution!~ Such announcements 

have to be understood as largely just mystification and deception. In practice, capitalism 
hquently uses new technologies not to hait destniction of the environment but to 

circumvent opposition-as with the use of advanced telecornmunication and transport to 

cwrdinate the shipping of toxic residues away h m  affluent neighborhoods to h a n  
ghettoes, native reservations or the Third Worid. Moreover, in many cases, capital has 
developed so-ailed clan technologies in ways that replicate the very paüems of pollution 

they purportedly eliminate. The cornputer industry's use of toxic substances in microchip 

assembly, for example, bas made Silicon Valley home to the highest concentration of 
hazardous-waste sites in the United  tat tes?' Consequently, the wave of ecologicd 

struggles has not subsideci over the last three decades but intensifie-, spreading h m  its 

initial bases amongst relatively privileged sections of labour to othcr strata, such as the 
black, Chicano, Latino and Native Indian constituencies involved in the environmental 

justice movement?' 



However. it wotdd be m n g  to aitogether dismiss the ecologid novelty of 
information technologies. What they enable is a partial move h m  the minhg to 

remodeiing-a shift from stripping of nature to synthesizing it, recreatuig a world of 
amficially-generated resoumes to substitute for the gutted planet left in the aftermath of 
industrialism. This shift foiiows a path. which, as Harry Cleaver points out. M m  appears 
to have foreseen. ln volume1 of Q&& 'nature' appears as an object outside of and 

opposed to humans. But in its later volumes. M m  suggests that as capital increases the 

scope of its orgmization, nature is englobed by technology to a degree that that its original 

features become largely ~nidentifiable?~ 
This tendency cuirninates in biotechnology-the splicing. cutthg and recombination 

of the genetic code. After a graduai postwar development, founded in North Amerka upon 
heavy state investment in basic research. these technologies have since the 1970s 
undergone an extraordinary acceleration in commercial development. Historiaus of the 
industry. such as Edward Yoxen and Herbert Gomiveis agree that the impenis for this came 
in the crisis of Fordism and the search for new 'pst-indusaial' soums of investment?' 
Over the last thuty years, biotechnologies. facilitateci by the computer systtrns now 
indispensable to the monitoring, sequencing and analysis of complex gene codes. have 

becorne the basis of a multi-billion dollar 'life-industry' complex. This involves 
transnational medical, phamiaceutical , agiculniral, insurance and computer corporations; 
dizzying sums of venture capital; a bacterial proMeration of academic entrepreneurs; and a 
frenzy for genetic property rights. 

The capacity to rewrite the 'code of life ' has been appiied to agriculhiral, food 
production and plant breeding to produce new strains of plants, new forms of food and 
new types of fedizer. As in other areas of capitalist technological development. these 
innovations have to be understood not simply as means to increase productivity, but as 
tools to change social relations. For example. rnany of the developments in biotechnology 
have been central to the extension of large seale capitalist techniques to farmiag- 
agribusiness. Cleaver has described how the 'Green Revolution' was used to break down 
€OMS of niral community resistant to capitalist modernizatïonb8 The same proccss is now 
enacted on a multitude of hnts:  thn,ugh the establishment of patent-ri&ts ovcr food 
sources cuitivated in the wïid by peasant and wligenous communities; the mation of 
herbicide-resistant plant strains tieû to the products of particular chernical companies; the 

ability to bypass nrral and Thkd World producers by aaificid syntbesis of naturally 
occurring substances; and the institution of methods-such as pharmological augmentation 
of cows by the use of bovine growth hormone-which favour large scde enter prise^!^ 



increasingly, tiowever, genetic engineering has in its sights not merely indirect, but 

direct, control over human behavior. As Gottweiss argues, tbe burst of state and corporate 

interest in biotechnologies during the crisis of the socid factory amse because in addition to 

yielding traditional economic benefits. it was concepnialized as "a potential contribution to a 

broader social stabilization, mainly by its expanded capacity to control behavior and 

bodies."' The ambition is now dramatically manifest in the Human Genome Roject, the 

US state sponsored attempt to map and sequence ail the DNA of a 'normal' h u m  
prototype-a project comparable in cost and scope to the space programme of earlier 

decades ?' 
CurrentIy, genetic enginee~g's main achievements are neither therapeutic nor even 

diagnostic but predictiveP2 However, the capacity to identify 'hyper-susceptible' workers 

with supposeci genetic sensitivity towards toxic chernicals or radiation has already becorne a 

significant source of employment discrimination in the US. It aiiows business to redefine 

pollutiun not as a social hazard, but as a problem of individual predispsition, capable of 

king handled by genetically 'subsensitive' labour?3 EventuaUy, however. genetic 

engineers may indaxi be able not merely to predict but to repair or modZy au individuai's 

genetic constitution. When they can, the biotechnology indusûy anticipates lavish profits 

from the creation of new ways to improve health, loagevity and pleasure-for those who 

can afîord them. This potential is already apparent in the burgeoning market for synthesized 

human growth hormones, silicon breast implants, cosmetic surgeries, performance 

enhancing drugs and transplantable hearts, livers, kidneys and corneas?' It is expected to 

explode as the Human Genome Project generates the raw data necessary for new 

'breakthroughs' to enhance the human body. 

At this point, genetic engineering promises a spectacular convergence with other 

reproductive technologie.. Already, in vitro fertiiization, amniocentesis, embryo selection, 

and artificiai insemination are becoming the instruments for an extraordinary experiment- 

the conversion of motherhood into a domain for the direct extraction of surplus value. As 

feminists such as Maria Meis and Kathryn Russeil have argued, îhe commercial application 

of such techniques drives female 'labour powe?-in the promative sense- towards the 

condition of abstraction, divisibility and alienation traditionaiiy exper i tb  in indusûial 
~ o r k . ~ '  Reproductive engineeruig applies a tecbnological deskilling strategy, classic in 
form but unprecedented in iutensity, comprehending bath conscious knowledge and 
corporeid capacity , detaching , permutating and recombining ttic various moments of 

pregnancy until the unifving factor goveming the conception, gestation and dtlivery of a 
child is no longer maternai but managenal-a logic most apparent in the smalicd smgate 

motherhood 



Anti-aborcion crusades and reproductive technology businesses seem antithetical, 

one resting on a sacralization of promation. the other on its utilitarian indusaialization. 

And there are indeed real contradictions between them. But they are also intimately 
connected. Both counter the reproductive autonomy fought for by wornen. The ' f ady  

values' carnpaign cancels 'choice' in an ouûightly reactionary manner. But the corporate 

biotechnologists coopt 'choice' as the watchword for the cornmodification of procreation. 

And just as in production capital combines sweated labour and robotics, so 'family values' 

and genetic engineering are poles in a single overatchhg regime of reproductive control. 

with biotechnological options cornmerciaily available to the rich, and slurogate mothers 

drawn from the ranks of poor women depnved of weIfare support and circumscribed by 

restrictions on abortion. Both extremes depend on technology to remove control of 

pregnancy and birth from women-whether through the right-to-lifers use of the fetal 

iconography made available by advanced monitoring techniques to legitimize their 

campaigns of harassrneut, bombing, and assassination, or in the hygienic setting of the 

corporate laboratory. 
Ultimately, the combination of genetic screening and enhancement with 

reproductive technologies offers the prospect of a eugenic agenda once thought to have 

been discredited with the fa11 of fascism. However, the commercial thmt behind the 

biorevolution means that a contemporary, high-tech eugenics would probably have a 

different 'feei' h m  its historical predecessors. As employment possibilities become 

increasingly dependent on a clean genetic profile, or even on possession of certain 

bioengineered enhancements, positive and negative selection will be lefi to the survïval 

instincts and pocket book of individuais. People may bio-technologically qmduce the 

labour power of thernselves and their children in the most saieable form affordable, in 

acontext of an increasingly stratified, privatized and expensive medicai system. Capital w i U  

thus move towards establishing a hierarchy of labour powers in which the various class- 

ificatory grades are disthguished not simply by education and training, or according to 

traditionai discriminations of gender and race, but according to fundamental bodily 

modifications?' 

However, the M e r  mû technological corporatization of life iroceeds. the more 

varied become the constituencies taking issue with it. There is now resistance h m  unions 

opposed to genetic screening in the workplace; green activists concemed about the 
prese~ation of biodiversity; famers suspicious of agents like bovine growth hormone; and 
consumer groups anxious about the implications of ariif~cialiy mutated foodstuffs. 

Women's groups have played a centrai role. The Feminist International Network of 

Resistance to Reproductive & Genetic Engineering has opposed the in vin0 fertilization 



industry, pointhg to its exploitation of experirnental subjects, the damaging effects of its 
fertility dnigs, the misogyny of sex selection, and the dangers of eugenic logicP8 
FINRAGE activists have fought both for a moratorium on the development of new 
technologies and alternative research to discover different remedies for the problerns of 
infertility. In Canada the attempt by the Royal Commission on New Reproductive 
Technologies to suppress such critique exploded into public scar~dal?~ Other points of 
struggle have involved indigenous people, both in North and South America, concemed 
with the ramifications of Human Genome Diversity Roject ( lcnown as the 'vampire 
project') which has sampled and patented human celi lines h m  'endangered' aboriginal 
c o m ~ n i t i e s . ' ~ ~  

Taken in conjunction with the continuing and expanding range of 'old' but very 
current ecological struggles, agauist hazardous waste sites, deforestation, ground water 
pollution, radiation poisoning. and so on. these new movements against genetic 
comrn~tca t ion  inimduce an extraordinary dimension to stmggles against information 
capital, one which we anticipate WU become increasingly important. For what is a stake is 
nothing less than what Marx termed humanity's "species beingn--its capacity to direct its 
own de~elopment.'~' The issue today is whether this shaping-at a primordial, biological 
level-wiii be determinai by capitalist command and market forces, or by a broader social 
logics. As Peter Linebaugh has pointai out, in origin, the term "proletarian" designateci 
someone who has no function but to reproduce thernsel~es. '~~ In Marxist usage, this has 
conventionaiiy been understood as a person who has nothing to seU but their labour power. 
Som, however, it may be applied to someone whose only economic asset is their 
gestational capacity and their genetic heritage. in this sense, proletarian stmggles-struggles 
of people to collectively assert a seifdetennining power over the development of the human 
species--resume al1 the universalistic significance which Marx once auributeci to them. 

To this point we have examined information-age capital in the workplace, the 

market, the state and the environment. But perhaps its most the distinctive feahue is its 

tendency to integrate these different points into a social system which as one vast apparatus 
for the extraction and reaiization of surplus value. This tendency was giimpsed by Marx a 

century a g o h  discussing it that he made some of his most interesthg observations on 
comrnunication.Wnting of the the roads, tailways, and canals of his age he d e s c n i  "the 
production of the means of communication, of the physical conditions of circulation" as 
part of "cornmunui. general conditions of social prodrccrion as distinct h m  the conditions 



of m~ular capid and pwt ïmb producrion process!' 'O3 As capital expanch in scope and 
scale, such systems becorne increasingly necessary for individu& to reproduœ themselves 
as memben of a social collectivity and 'and hence to reproduce the coaimuaity, which is 

itself a general condition of productive activity."lo4 Marx noted that the enormous cost of 
investment in such infiastructures usually resulted in capital leaving their initial 

development to the state: only subsequently does business reclaim them h m  the realm of 

"public works" as sources of private profit.'05 Indeed, he says, this takeover of the means 
of communication represents "the highest development of capital" and "indicates the degree 
to which the real community has constituted itself in the fom of capital.''06 

Today, the most advanced means of communication are the nehvorks created by the 

luiking of cornputers and telecommunications. Cyberspace-that notional dimension 
constituted by flows of electronic data-appears as the domain within which the various 

nodes of the social factory can be alrnostly instantaneously interlinked. The iatest arena in 

which capital asserts its dominance over society at large is that of the "vimial 
~omrnunity."'~' ui this world of cornputer aetworking, the pattern of public development 

and private appropriation, already so manifest in the world-wide neoliberal privatization of 

telecommunications and public broadcasting systems. is clearly repeated. 

Cornputer mediated communications were onginally designed under public 
auspices, first as part of the Pentagon's nuclear war fightïng preparations, later to connect 
the supercomputing centres vital to military research. Only subsequently did they migrate to 

the corporate sector, as a means of LUiking automated machines, connecting dispersed 
production sites, and creating interfaces between previously distinct industries. But in the 

process of capital's pst-Fordist resüuchirùig, digital fl ows have been increasingly used to 

give it a comprehensive command, conml and communications capacity. They came to 

provide a medium through which aii aspects of its oprations cm be synchronized with 

extraordinary speed and scope, allowing "vimial coqmrati011~" to rapidly coordlliate labour 

power, raw materials, finances and marketing saategies on a global scaie-and as rapidly 
disperse them.loa 

Today, these developments are culminating in the the US governmentts National 

Information Infiastnicture initiative, with its plan for a publicly subsidized, corporately 
owned and operated information 'superhighway! Such a system would rationalize the 

already existing web of fibre optic, Cooper wires, cable radio waves and satefites that 

provide the basis for te1ecommun.ications and cable television kto a mmprehensive, 
integrated information network. Many companies are interested in the highway for intemal 
purposes: to connect customers with suppliers, improve monitoring of employees, 

eliminate jobs, cut traveI costs and gather cornpetitive data. The giants of the information 



and entertaùiments sector, however, see unprecedented market opportunities. TeIephone, 

cable, video and software companies look to colonize cyberspace with their four Wer' 
apphcations-vi&oi)n-dernand, tele-gambling, pay-per-computer games and info-mercials. 
These prospects have excited a feeding-fienzy of corporate mergers and manoeuvres, and 
aroused CEO1s wet-dreams of "a single box on top of every television set in America, a 

box attacheci to one wire directing the flow of every conceivable fom of hfofmation." 
providing "television programs, telephone conversations, old movies, sexual fantasies, 
bank statements, interactive garnes, doctors prescriptions and merchandising or de^."'^ 
Through such a medium, community would indeed be "constituted in the foim of capital." 

However, there is another side to this process. For the story of cyberspace is not a 

uniIateral saga of capitalist expansion. It is a fa- more complex one, in which capital's 

deveiopment has been opposed by, and indeed iargely spurred by, alternative and 

subversive intitiatives. To create and operate computer systems, commerce has h d  to 
summon up whole new strata of labour power. These range h m  computer scientists and 
software engineers, through programmers and technicians, to computer-iiterate line and 
office workers, and ultimately to whole populations relegated to tedious and mundane jobs 
yet required to be sufficiently 'cornputer-literate' to function in a system of on-line services 
and electronic goods. As this virtual proletariat emerges, there also appears a tension 
between the potential interest and abundance it sees in its technological environment, and 
the accuai banality of cybernetic control and commodification. 

As so often before, the new forms of conflict appear h t  under the guise of 
crirninality and dehquency-as 'hacking-' If, folIowing Andrew Ross. we dehe  hacking 
simply as the "unauthonzed use of cornputers," we can embrace under this term 
computerized sabotage; the reappmpriation of wock tirne to play games or write novels, or 
exchange unauthorized email; so-caüed crimes of data copying, elecmnic trespass and 
information dissemination; and unofficial experimentation with and alteration of systems up 
to and including the invention of new machines and the self-organization of altemative 
electronic  institution^."^ These activities are now giving capital's managers multiple 
headaches over loss of productivity, theft of &a& s e w ,  cybernetic ?venge by tmninated 

workers and intrusions into its security apparatus.'" 
Indeed, at moments, hacking has diverteci the whole course of tecbnological 

development. One example is the invention of the Internet, the wodd wide network of 
networks. As we have mentioned, computer networking had its ongins in the Pentagon's 
search for highiy decenaalized communication systems sufficiently flexi'ble to survive 
nuclear war, a distributed architecture later applitd to in- the productivity of rescarch 
within the major centres of the xniiitary-industrial-academic complex. However, in an 



entirely unforeseen developnent, the technoscientific labour employed in these sites- 

especidy graduate students- extended rtie network far beyond its original scope, using it 
for non-military research. designing successive layes of alternative systems which 
connecteci into the main backbone.This accretion of seif-organized services pcoceeded, with 

the cornplicity of systems managers enchanted by the technological 'sweetness' of the 

results, until, as Peter Chiiders and Paul DeIany put it "the parasites had aU but taken over 

the h ~ s t . " " ~  

Thus in the era of rnarketization and privatization, the most technologidy 

advanced medium for planet-wide communication was in fact created on the basis of open 

usage and cooperative seif-organization- in short, by a huge explosion of autonomous 

activity. The result was the transformation of a müitary-industriai network into a system 

that in many respects realizes radical drearns of a democratic communication system: omni- 

purpose, multi-centred, with participants transmitting as weli as receiving, near ceal-cime 

dialogue, a highly devolved management structure, and- since universities and other big 

institutions have (so far) paid a flat rate for connection-offering relatively large numbers of 

people access for iittle or no cost. On this basis, there enaerged the unplanned explosion of 

popular interest in the Inteniet which in the eariy 1990s catapuited it on a îrajectory of 

exponentid growth. 

There are at least two aspects of this phenornenon of serious concern to capital. One 

is that the internet makes available a voluminous amount of information in wicommodified 
form. Vast banks of data are available for h. Large amounts of software have been 

dropped into the Net gratis by creatars who prefer to see their work used rather than sold. 

Others have been elecmnicaüy 'liberad' h m  commercial owners and given 

instantaneous world wide distribution.' l 3  The famous hacker slogan "information wanrs to 

be free" displays a naive tecboological determinisrn, but it does teU a ceaain ûuth. 
Electmnic data flows are so fast. extensive and elusive as to pose enormous problems for 

those attempting to commodify them. information society theorists have long pointai out 

that "ethereai goods" have qualiiies anomalous in a market economy: they c m  be used 
simultaneously by many people, be duplicated and transmitîed cheaply and instantaneously, 

are not 'consumedt or exhausted by use and may grow in use-value the more widely they 

are shared. These features have become increasingly pmblematic to those concemed with 
policing digital commodity transactions. For what has emerged in cyberspace are 
coiiectivities of users who, wther than king subordinated to the laws of commodification, 

are rather characterized by their persistent, indeed often gleefully overt, traasgression of 

these des. The massive confusion that now reigns over copyright and patent law in ihe 



electroaic domain suggests that the enforcement of pmperty rights in this arena will be 
exbaordinarily vexed-' l4 

The other challenge for capital is that the networks are king  used by social 

movements in conflict with its agenda-While the activities of Chinese and Russian 

dissidents in mobilizing communications against state sociaIisrn have been weil reported in 
the mainstream press, similar oppositional activities within capiralist societies have ken ,  

untiI recently, less publicized. But in North America, Entemet mailing h t s  such as A m -  

L, LEFT-L, PEN-L (the Progressive Economists Network), news groups such as P- 

NEWS, and gopher sites such that of the Economic Democracy Roject have become 

increasingiy important medium for a variety of social movements. This cyber-organ-g 

has extended to the construction of independent networks which interface with the intemet 

but are entirely devoted to social activism, such as the Association for Progressive 

Communications. This originated in the mid-1980s h m  the coalition of Peace-Net. Eco- 
Net and Conflict-Net and now constitutes a global cornputer system dedicated to peace, 
human rights and environmental preservation. Such networks mark the latest phase in the 

emergence of the autonomous media that we describeci earlier. 

Views on the significance of this oppositional Intemet use Vary widely. in some 

quarters, there is enormous optirnism. Enthusiasts speak glowingly of the capacities of 

cornputercornmunication to by-pass the îïiters of the information industries, speed intemal 

communication, send out 'action alerts: distribute documents and connect with potential 

ailies. Indeed, amongst both left-liberals and cyber-anarchists ihese prospects sometimes 

breed a euphoria that is essentially a populist, grassfoots version of informacion revolution 

theory .' '' 
in response to this, Marxian politicai economists feel obtiged to s t edy  wideriine 

the limitations of the medium. They stress the Internet's rnilitary-industxial mots, a sure 

taint of original sin. Pointing to the reai demographic limitations on access to personal 

cornputers, modems and technical expertise, they forecast increasing stratification of 

information rich and information poor. They w m  of the probabilities of state surveillance 

and grimly auticipate the imminent closing of the new space by commercial 

de~eloprnents.''~ Ferniniats, noting the serious obstacles of time, money , socialization, 

education and harassrnent that discourage the involvement of women with the Intemet, 
have also often bcen sceptical about its emancipatory potcntial.' l7 

in our view , both these contendkg evaiuations have a partial tnith. It is ceriaully the 

case that, contrary to the universalist xhetoric of information s0cie.q ttieocists, access to the 

tools and skills necessary for networking is sharply segregated, partIy by gender, race, and 
age, but most sharply by incorne.''* In North Arnerica the most m u e n t  owncr of a 



personal cornputer and modem is male, white. mïddle aged and affluent. If he is not 
necessariiy a me* of the managerial strata. he is iikely to be situated within the more 
privileged sectors of the wage hierarchy. This seems to seriously limit the Wreiihood of 
subversive uses. 

However . there are some countervailing factors. Capital's own omnipresent 
deployment of cornputers as work-tools and consumer-goods. and the extraordinary Pace 
of planned obsolescence in this field, is making some of the basic equipment for 
networking easily affordable. sometimes vimialIy fiee. Significant numbers of people have 
free or cheap access via universities. schools and businesses. Moreover, in a political 
context organizational capacities-the ability of a particular movement or group to access 

networked idonnation which cm thea be m e r  distriiuted via more traditional methods- 
may be a more critical factor than individual ownership of cornputus. 

It is only by balancing these contending faftors that one can make sense of the 

puzzling pattern of network activism. The intemet is used by a wide variety of 
oppositional groups. Some have ken far swifter to establish a presence than others. 

Environmental movements. perhaps because of the high numbers of professionais involved 
in many green organizations, and student carnpaigns. because of the information-intense 
n a m  of universities, have been early and muent  users. Much of the left activity on the 

Net is conducted from academic centres by students and teachers. How far they are acting 
as relays to wider constituencies it is difficuit to teil. Women remain underrepresented; even 
the left Net is largety a 'boy toyl But there are neverthless numemu feminist lis& and 
newsletters. Left lists regularly p s t  messages mobilipag support for the protection of 
abortion clinics, the defence of lesbian activists threatened by nght wing violence, the 
prevention of domestic violence. and the struggies of women workers. There are active 
initiatives h m  organizations such as the APC to incrrase the involvement of women 

engaged in political organization.' ' 
So caiied 'organized' labour has k e n  slow to enter cyberspace, perhaps because of 

an abiding view of technology as a managerial domain. Nonetheless the 1980s and 1990s 
have seen major Zabortech' coderences; the initiation of lists such as LABOR-L and 
networks such as Labour Net; and a burgeoning of North Amencan union-affiliateci bulletin 
boards, run by teachers, ~ f i g h t u s ,  plumbers. communication and public seNice 
workers, musicians, and j~unialists.'~~Sorne, such as the Canadian Union of Public 
Employee's Solinet, are now weïl established. Several have comection to similar networks 
outside North Amenca -Glasnet in Russia, WorkNet in South Africa, Geonet in Germany, 
and Poptel in the United Kingd~rn.'~' 



The relation of these networks to the internai organization of trades unions varies, 

In rnany cases, computer communications are used simply to speed and make more 
efficient traditional trades union industriai relations practices. Sometimes, a c c w  to 

networked information has clearly been sttucnired to reinforce intenial bureaucracy and 

hierarchies. But on occasion, debates in the networks have in fact becorne forums for 

unexpected debate. dissent or rank and file initiatives. For example, Solinet exploded with 

contending views about the appropriate response to a social democratic provincial 

govemment in Ontario which launched a major assault on public service workers. 

in some recent struggles net-workers have taken the offensive on-line in highly 

original ways.0ne example concerns the newspaper industry. This is a business that has 

felt the full weight of capital's drive to deskill. automate and shed labour. In 1994, some 

2,600 workers from eight unions stmck San Francisco's two daily papers. During the 

strike they produced their own paper - t h e S a n i s c o  Free b. This was not only 

disiributeci within the city. but was also made electronicaily accessible via World Wide 

Web, thus making it probably the most widely circulateci strike bulletin in the history of 

civilization. At the sarne tirne, the strikers intiated a boycott of companies which continueci 

advertising with newspapers behind picket hesA computer list, Left-L, posted daily lists 
of "scab advertisew." and encomged subscribers to cal1 these corporations' 1-800 phone 

numbers with complaints. This boycott caii appears to have been successful, with many 

companies discontinuhg advertising, and others having their advertisements nui for fke as 
the newspaper proprietor's desperately attempted to Save face. The eventual settlement was 

widely seen as a victory for the strikers - an unusual moment in recent US labour history. 

Similar intemet organized boycotts have been used by strikiag janitors in Silicon Valley 

and internationally by unions representing laid off workers of the Bridgestone mbber 

company .12' 

in our view, cyberspace is important as a political arena, not, as sorne postmodem 

theorists suggest, as a sphere where virtual conflicts replace struggles 'on the ground,' but 

as a medium within which terrestrial sttuggles can be made visible to and linked with one 

ar~other. '~~ This is of particdar importance when such stmggles occur within the 

enormously expanded framework of the social factory. As we have seen, there is within 

this setting no shortage of actual or potential anti-capitalist initiatives. nie p t  difficdty 
facing these stmggles is, however, their hgmentation and sepration. In this situation the 

power of capital to divide and conquer, isolating points of opposition and turning them one 

against another is tmly formidable. 

Cornputer networking is one-although only one-possible countervailing force 

against this fragmentation. Lists that carry messages h m  labour, environmental, feminist, 



indigenous groups impiicitly assert these movements; interconnections even while 
participants may stiU be searching for the explicit formulation of such links. In combination 
with other autonomous media, such networks provide a channel within which a rnultiplicity 

of oppositional forces, diverse in goals. varied in constituency, specific in organization, 
cm, through dialogue, critickm and debate, discover a new laquage of autonomy and 
alliance. In this sense, cyberspace is a potentiaüy recompositionai space in which the 
atomization that information capitai inflicts on socialized labour can be counteracted. 

The European Counter-Network, an autonomist network circulating news of 

struggles by workers, refugees, and anti-fascists within the EEC notes the potential hazards 

of such computer activism: technicd f e t i s b ,  new hierarchies of expertise, health risks, 
and the "ultimate nightmare," 

. . . a simulateci international radical network in which aIi communication is 
mediated by modems and in which information circulates endlessly between 
computers without being put back into a human context-lt4 

As Dorothy Kidd has written, 

Attempts to use computers . . . in the stniggle require constant, collective 
reevaiuation, to detennine which strategies are effective, and which 
dangerously compromi~ed. '~ 

But given such ongoing reassessment, there is plausible hope that computer networking 
cari help constitute new f o m  of anti-capitalist combination that do not rest on the 

directives of a vanguard Party, but rathes arise out of the transverse. transnational 
connections of oppositional gro~pings.'~~ 

The question now confronthg capital is whether it can reabsorb the unniliness of 

the networks. This is undoubtedly the aim of the the information highway. It is also the 

objective of various flanking initiatives. These include îhe privatization and 
cornmerciaiizaîion of the Inteniet; the various 'Clipper chips' rendering digital 

communication transparent to national security agencies; the elecîronic law and ordet 

crackdown that climaxed in armed raids on supposed hackers; and the enormous moral 

panic over pornography, terrorsrn and other evils on the  et.'" Ali these work to make 
cyberspace safe for business as usual. The possibility-perhaps probabilityf~that the brkf 

blossoming of the Internet will be swifiiy "paved over" by the corporate highway builders, 
as has largely occuued with radio, television and earüer genetations of communication 

technologies, is very high.12' 
However, the aüempt to comrnerchüy constrain computer communications has 

evoked opposition, This often cornes h m  groups outside the traditional orbit of the left, 

such as the activists in Cornputer Professionais for Social Responsibility, or the 

"cyberpunk librarians" on the fiont lines of the fight for public access to the nets.'29 



ïndeed. just as digitaihaion, by creating a common medium for capitaiist transactions 

drives toward the merging of once distinct industries. so it creates a momentum for what 

Jim Davis terrns a "popular digital convergencen amongst different sectors of social 

Organizations that fought separately for community access to cable television or 

the employrnent conditions of phone workers or the &tic rights of musicians and wrïters 

now find in their comrnon conceni around the "highway" a "new, practical basis for 
working togett~er."'~' 

Coalitions such as the US Telecommunications Round Table have d e d  for the 

construction of universal public access, two-way communications. no censorship, the 

preservation of common carrier status, protection of workers, privacy protection, and 

democratic policy making. These &man&, though framed within a reformist perspective, 

actually imply a radical challenge to corporate intentions. At the same time a variety of 

comrnunity cornputkg initiatives, such as the Freenet movement, are springing up, 

attempting to overcome the exclusion h m  the networks of the P r .  elderly, and 
ghettoized, and linking control of information services to wider issues of social 
infTaStruct~~e.'~~ 

The familiar pattern of capitalist recuperation rnay encounter unexpected problerns 

in the case of cornputer communication. Preventhg hackers' circumvention of 

cornrnodifîed networks will be difficult. Furthemore, there are real questions as to whether 

there is actuaily sdcient popuiar demand for the commercial applications of the highway 

to warrant the enormous investments corporate development demds. Every indication is 

that what people want h m  the on-line environment is global, communal conversation 

rather than teleshopping and video on demand-in Negri's terms, "communicationn rather 

than "inf~rmation."'~~ To the degree h t  capitai stifles or excludes this possibiiity, it risks 

killing the digital goose whose golden eggs it is already counting. 

The most adventurous sections of information age business-such the libertarian 
cyber-entrepreneurs of the Electronic Frontier Foundation-gamble that they cm avoid this 

impasse by entering into a symbiotic relation with intemet culture to perfect a new round of 

cyberneticaily based accumulation. Tbey even anticipate benefiting h m  the probes and 
challenges of hackers in order to spur technological development. This type of compromise 

would preserve a degree of opemess within the networks. However, such a strategy 

entails capital accepting that the relative h i  it permits will provide the platform for a 
plethora of altemate digital institutions and subversive experiments. In this case, the 

networks WU continue to serve as a medium not simply for the circulation of cammodities, 

but also for the circulation of stxuggles. 



Conclusion 

We will conclude with an admittediy optimistic yet not totaiiy implausible historical 
anaiogy. It is weli known that in the &math of the 1848 proletarian uprisings in Paris, 
the Emperor Napoleon III ordered Baron von Haussmann to design the city-and that a 

centerpiece of this urban planning exercise was the widening of streets to allow the passage 

of artiliery for the suppression of any hituze insurrections. What is not g e n e d y  known is 
that the workers employed on this highway development pmject, impoverished masons and 
builden housed in squalid Parisian slums, were amoogst the most important participants in 

the next revolutionary outbreak-the 187 1 Paris Commune that seized the city in its entirety, 
rocked the stabiiity of capitalist Europe. and gave Marx a blazing. prefiginative glunpse of 
cornrnunist society .Is4 

Today, in the era of the Uiformation highway, capital is constnicting its cyberspatiai 
thoroughfms in order to circumvent or ovewhelm the industrial conflicts which once 
brought it to crisis. Roceeding through its circuit we have seen how it is deploying high 
technologies in an attempt to crush aii traces of opposition- enforcing availability for work, 
c o m m o d ~ g  ever larger areas of experience. deepening social controls and intensifying 
the depletion of ecosystems. in doing so, however. it is both reinforcing old exploitations 
and creating new ones. It is bringing into king h s h  forms of proletarianization, ranging 
h m  the growing ranks of the techno1ogically-trained but unemployed workers to 
geneticaily-sampkd women and aboriginal peoples. The great contemporary question is 
whether this new informational labour power can discover ways of creating, not so much a 
vinual community, as a politicized and oppositionai 'Vimial Commune.' 

Our travels dong capital's data highways have discovered rebellions at every point: 

people fighting for freedom h m  &pendence on the wage, creating a "communication 
comrnons," experimenting with new f o m  of self-organization, and new relations to the 
natural ~orld. '~ '  Such movements are incipient and embattled, yet undeniable. Capital has 
not succeeded in technologically terminating the cycle of smggles. Indeed. without in any 

. * .  
way dimuiishiag the magnitude of the def- and disarrays suffered by counitr- 

movements over the last twenty years, we would suggest that there arè now visible ~ S S  

the siliconized. bioengineered, pst-Fordist landscape the signs of a strange new class 
recomposition. This is proceeding on a much wider basis than that traditionally conceived 
by Mancism. In the integrated &cuit of virtuai capitaIism, the immediate point of 
production cannot be considend the 'privileged' site of stmggle. Rather, the whole of 
society becornes a wuad workplace-but also potential sites for the interniption of capital's 
logic . 



There is no need to ernphasize the present fragiiity and uncertainty of the various 

reappropnations, counter-plans and aitemative Iogics whose sinuous course we have 

uaced. In their isolation, each provides only a rninor problem to corporate power- But in 

their proliferation and interconnecrion they constitute a challenge to its dominion. It is 

precisely the breadth and variety of such subversions that makes the fields of information 

and communication so crucial today. For it is by a process of mutual discovery, recognition 

and reinforcement -by an accelerating circuiation of siruggies-thac such insurgeacies could 

attain a strength capable of prising apart the coils with which capital now encircles society. 

However. an assessrnent of such possibilities cannot limit itself to the most 'advanced' 

sectors of development, but musc rather take a perspective embracing the hvly global scope 
of information capital-an optic we open in our next chapter. 
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Chapter 6 

PLANETS 

Introduction: nie Net of the W d  Market 

Whoever today says 'capital' says 'globalization.' Nothing bas been more central to 

the cumnt restnicturing of corporate power than nomadic range of manoeuvre, 

deterritoriaiization h m  old centres, systematic subversion of national sovereignty, and 
planetary political planning. And whoever today says 'globhtion' says dso 

'communication,' for the emergence of this new world order would be unthidcable without 
the telecommunications and computu networks which now fom the electronic pathways 
for the circulation of money, commodities and power. 

Despite the breathlessness that characterizes so much contemporary commentaq on 
these developments, they represent the culmination of an old logic. Marx in his time saw 

clearly how capitalism's compulsion to expand production and circulation drove it to 

successive geographic enlargements of a circuit whose circumference would eventually 
encircle the whole earth. leading to "the entanglement of ail peopies in the net of the worid 

market."' ObserWig the telegraphs, railways and steamships of bis age, he observed how 
capital "by its nature drives beyond every spatial barfier" so that "the crration of the 

physical conditions of exchange-of the means of communication and transport-the 

annihilation of space by Mie-becomes an extraordinaiy necessity for item* 

Marx believed these developments had a double aspect, containing both exploitative 
and emancipatory potentialities. For example, in he d e m i  how institutions 

of information, such as the mails and telegraph, are established by capital in an aaempt io 
overcome the "crises, etc." that arise f b m  the contradiction between hcreasing global 

"interdependence" and the "Uidifferenœ" of privatïzed production? In tbïs respect, the new 

means of communication are instruments in the "autonomizaîion of the world marketu-the 
alienation of human powers to a vast transpersonal apparatus of monetaxy e~change.~ Yet at 

the same tirne, they opennrelations and co~ections" with the potentid to overcom thk 

alienation. They introduce the possibility of "suspending the old standpoint" and replacing 
it with a "real communality and generaiity" that affirmeci the " g e n d  bondn of planetary 

humani@ 
Today the net of the world market is made of fibre optic cables and sateIlite liaks. 

But the possibility of "suspending" capital's standpoint seem remote indacd. W e  fhue 
have k e n  many reœnt analyses of giobaiization from a b d y  Manrian perspective, 
nearly ail see the Rcent intensifications in the transnatiod organization of ptoductio~, 



exchange and finance, and the accompanying developments in new media and 

communications technologies, only as massively enhancing the power of transnational 

corporationsP 

We foliow a different tack, and propose that globalization. rather thm simply 
representing an inexorable deepening of capitalist control, constitutes a &fernive corporate 

response to senes of interweaving challenges which in the 1960s and 70s plunged the 

international structure of accumuIation into crisis. Moreover, while the immediate impact of 

this riposte was to profoundly disarray oppositional forces. it has also opened unforeseen 

opportunities for their new cwperation and alliance. Not the least of these is the use of 

globaliWng capital's own means of communication and transport to comect a proliferating 

array of counter-movernents whose own world-encirciing activities of resistance and 

reconstniction we terrn the 'other g~obalization." 

"Crises, etc:" Three Worlds Intu One 

In our analysis, the most important of the "crises, etc." that globd capital seeks to 

escape are those arising h m  the rebellions of its labouring subjects. Historically, these 

struggles have spiraki across a succession of expanding territorial spaces: the nanonal 

space, where capital was f b t  challengeci by emergent proletarian movements; the imperial 

space, where these challenges were partly defused by capital's capacity to raise domestic 

living standards on the basis of colonial super-exploitation; the socialisr space, where 
Bolshevism, in the midst of inter-imperial war seized a terrain within which it was then 

fatally contained. By the mid-point of the twentieth century, however, the catastrophes of 
inter-irnperial war, the threaî of state socialism and the mounting pressures of anti-colonial 

liberation propelled capitd towards its first exercises in t d y  intemationai planning. 

These took shape at the end of World Wu II. Under the leadership of a newly 

preeminent US industry , whose most advanced corporations were rapidly transcending the 

Lirnits of the domestic market to acquire multinational fom, the management of the capitalist 

world economy began for the € k t  time to be directeci and orchestrated by an array of 
consciously giobal institutions. Trading arrangements were codifieci inthe Bretton Woods 
treaties; significant financial controls were delegated to the World Bank and IMF; monetary 
stability was assurai by the dollar's role in regulating exchange rates; and the whole system 

was held in place militarily by the Pentagon's nuclear mi@, relayed through various locaI 
authorities and regional alliances. The Fordist 'golden age of capital' thus resteci n d  only 
on the domestic planning of national economies, but also on an u n p d n t e d  level of 
international organization. 



The famous triparcite division of Fmt, Second and Third Worid describes the 

success of this international order in segregating the global proletariat hto zones of 
differential controI, For the inhabitants of the First World, there was an historie experiment 
in welfare state reformism. For the populace of the socialist bloc, the Second World, there 
was Cold War encidement and forced industrialization- And for the Third World, there 

was a transition from colonial subordination to European capital to neocolonial penetration 
by US based multuiationals, with modernization programs courtesy of the Rockefeller 

Foundation, counter-insurgency from the CIA, and ongoing mass hmimation. The 
workers of the world were in effect segregated and exiled to three separate planets with 

drastically different levels of 'development' or 'underdevelopment,' and radically 

incommensurable experiences of work, exploitation, and stnrggle. 
Over the next twenty-five years, however. the stability of this international order 

was shaken by rebellions converging h m  different directions. in the Third World, the 

arrangement was in trouble from the start, as successive revolutionary movements-in 
China, Algena, Cuba, Vietnam -fought and won against the sentence of dependency. 

ironically, at the same time as Third World rnovements were establishg state socialist 

regimes, in the Soviet-bloc Second World the initiai rapid growth produceci by forced 

labour stagnateci, leading to bread riots and rebellion against police control. Fmally, in the 

F i t  World metroplis, the Keynesian deai started to come apart in the I%ûs and 70s. 
Supposedly 'affluent' workers, instead of king pacified by higher Living standards, used 
these as resources to pursue new levels of struggle, which rolled h m  uiner city ghettoes to 

industriai shop floors to university campuses setting off a sequence of mutuaily reinforcing 

reverberations .8 
As Hany Cieaver points out, struggles arising in the different zones of the world 

system started to circulate? Metropoiitan capital had relied on cheap resources from 
colonial and neocolonial dominions to hance its deals with the mass worker. As ami- 
colonial wars rupture- this control, this domestic latitude of manoeuvre was diminished. 

The inflationary effects of the Vietnam conflict, in particular, set in chah a whole series of 

wage and social wage struggies. Moreover, struggles across the planet began to support 
one anoîher. Third World revolutions inspireci social activists in the metropolis, and were 

supported in tum by international solidarity movernent~.'~ In the US, and to a lesser degree 
in Europe, opposition to the Vietnam war movement brought on massive interna1 turmoil. 

By the early 1970s, it became clea. that, h m  capital's point of view, the oId 

'triplanetary' division of the world wasn't working." With profit rates in the old centres of 

accumulation tumbling, the search for a reorganization of capital's global circuits that 
would d o w  it to escape world-wide pressures of social unrest was on, both in the probes 



and experiments of individual corporations and banks, and in the consultations of high- 
level capitalist planning agencies such as the Trilateral Commission. The US goveniment's 
abrogation of the Bretton Woods currency agreement in 197 1 was a first signa1 of the 
abandonment of the post-war international settlernent. a departure deepened a few years 
later with the ciramatic redirection of finances and invescment occasioned by the first 'oil 
s hoc k .'" 

ln 1975. Mario Montano argued that what was taking shape was a restnicturing 
which would render previous theones of 'development' and 'underdevelopment' obsolete. 
As general capitalist strategies, both underdevelopment and development had failed. For 

multinational capital, the question now was, 

. . . how to directly oppose development and underdevelopment against 
each other, how to make underdevelopment work completely inside 
deveIopment.' 

What was unfolding, Montano suggested, was an undoing of the traditional demarcations 
by "two opposing dynamics": on the one hand, the "underdevelopment of development "- 
with the "Latin Americanization" of the US and Europe-and, on the other a "development 
of underdevelopment," with the industrialization of portions of the former Third World.14 
The aim of this restructuring was to pit "the starvation of underdeveiopment , . . against the 
Living standards of the working class of the rnetr~polis."'~ 

While Montano's analysis was necessariiy preliminary, it accurately defines the 

main thrust of the process that is today known as 'globalization.' To destroy the 
multiplying threats to ifs international command, capital has broken out h m  its oId 
encrenchrnents, ovemm the previous divisions of its world system, and, empowered by its 
new digital technologies, opened up the whule planet as a field for manoeuvre. in doing so, 
it has imploded the Three Worlds into one another. Corporate flight h m  the dema~lds of 
the mass worker in Europe and North America has led to the partidy Third-Worlding of 
the First World-deindustrisiinng manufacainng centres, canceîüng the Keynesian deal, 
inaugurating mass unemployinent, lowering wages, intensifying work. This bas introduced 
into the metropoh levels of insecurity and destitution previously thought of as relegated to 

the periphenes of capitalist world economy. 
The other side of this coin, the selective Fit-Worlding of the Third World, has 

equally taken its impetus b m  the urgent need-mediated through a variety of authoritarian 
local regimes-to 'modernize' out of existence rhe chreat of revolutionary insurgency. Thus 
the turbulent energies of irnrniserated labour of the periphery have b e n  hamesscd to the 

creation of various growth sites--the Newly Industrializing Countries and other 
development zones-whose apparance conmvem cruder modeis of perpetual depcndcncy. 



The drive to eliminate the twin nemesis of the industrial wild-r and the peasant guer* 
links the deindusmalized nistbelts of the North and the new shanty towns of the South in a 
cornplementary logic. 

At the sarne tirne the one supposed alternative to capitalist development and 

underdevelopment -the Second World of state socialism-has blown apart and its residues 
been allocated between the two poles. Remspectively. it is clear that the capitalist 
restructuring of the 1970s sounded a death knell for the command economies of the Soviet 
bloc. The rigidities of their intemal controls proved altogether unable to A p t  the 

flexibilities requisite for microelectronic, pst-Fordist production. When these converging 
pressures exploded in a series of popular uprisings across Eastern Europe and the USSR in 
1989, neoliberalism's market managers rode the wave, chanaelhg movements 
characterized by an immense diversity of aspirations into marketkation and econornic shock 
therapy. Where state socialist regirnes have swived, as in China, it is only by bringing to 
bloom their aiready present tendencies to act simply as versions of authontanan capitalism. 

The result is the creation of an increasingly smooth and planar worid-space of 
accumulation. The polarities of 'development' and 'underdevelopment' of course s till exist 

-indeed are massively intensified. And, it is important to emphasize, their distribution 

continues to fail preponderently on either side of a NorWSouth a is .  But ai the same time 
these poles increasingly designate possibiiities of ascendant affluence or abysrnal misexy 
that can be visited on m y  point in the planet according to the movemeat of corporate 
investment. Inner city ghettoes in Noah Amenca attain *niird World' infant mortality rates, 
while cities such as Sao Paulo, Seoul or Taipei begin to burgeon with a cosmopolitan 

affluence matching the one time ' F i t  World.' It is beyond the scope of this thesis to 
anaiyze the fidl unwinding of this transformation. especially since many of its aspects have 

k e n  very adequately addressed elsewhere. What we want to indicate here is the way in 

which it has b e n  dependent on a massive expansion of the means of communication, and 

in particdar on the development of cornputers and te1ecommunicatiow. 

Re- Dividing the Intefnanonal hbower 

At the basis of capitalist globaiïzation is the "new international division of labour." '' 
We understand this as a process in which capital both flees h m  and undermines smngly 
organized, and consequently costiy , strata of working class power-metropoiitan, male. 
industrial-by gaining access to more vulnerable sectors-peripherai, female. domestic. 
cheapened by destitution and authoritarian discipline. 



US employers have repeatedly responded to cycles of working class stxuggle with 
waves of investment abruaci." From the mid 1960s on, this pattern was repeattd, not oniy 
by US companies, but also by European and Japanese corporations, on an extraordioary 
scale and across an unprecedented range of industries. From the ceIocation of car 

production to sites in Warsaw, Tehran and Brazil, through the shift of Iight assembly 

industries to the 'free trade zones' of Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea, to 

the emergence of Mexican and Latin American maquiladoras and the creation of industrial 

endaves in post-sûcialist China and Eastern Europe, this pmess has proceeded at an 

accelerating rate. It involves not only 'smokestack' industries but also 'sumise' 

microelectronics enterprises. Already it has rendered traditional divisions between 
mempolitan industry and perïpheral hinterland largely obs~lete.'~ 

This geographical reorganization of labour power has a h  uivolved a radical 

reworking of the gendered division of labour. For the corporate search for inexpensive and 

reiiabIe labour has Iargely entailed a switch h m  male 'factory haods' to the supposediy 

docile and disposable female 'nirnble fingers' employed in, say, the garment industries of 

the Mexican maquiiadoras or the rnicrochip assembly of the Malaysian enterprise zones. 

Much of this fernale labour is organized so as to labour at home, in isolation, while still 

performing unpaid domestic work in support of male labour power. The gIobal assembly 

line of rnany industnes-electronics, textiles, light engineering-is thus to a cemarkable 

extent a homework economy, linking transnational contractors and subconbcactors in long, 

shifting c h a h  whose cornplexit. hides responsibility for the a b y s d  conditions of the 
new homeifactories. 

This global spread of female "shadow workn has even darker aspects, Silvia 

Federici, Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Maria Mies and orhers argue that globaiization takes its 
irnpetus not onIy h m  business's attempts to escape the militancy of the indusirial rnass 
workers, but also from its flight from, and capitalization on, the Fkst WorId feminist revolt 

against reproductive labour work. The transnational explosion of the sex trade, 
pornography industry, mail order bride business and baby adoption market aii  repmsent 

"enormous quotas of reproduction wodc which capital has exported in the same way that 

there has been a strategy of exporthg part of the manufacturing process with the free 
enterprise zones." l9 

All these strategic relocations depend on highly developed systems of transportation 

and communication. Electronic information systems in parîicular allow transnational 
corporations to decentralize operations while cenüaiizing conml; executives in Toronto 
offices open on-screen windows displaying the performance of machine operators in Seoul 
factories?' Manufacturing strategies for products such as Ford's 'world car' rcly on 



telecommunications to coordinate production flows at plants on diffant continents, prfect 

standardizaîion of rnodularized parts, fast, cheap transportation. and cornputetid 

automation carried to a point where elementary units and simple routines cari be performed 

by unskilied workers. Global homework industries, such as those of Benetton. network 

cornputers to tie suppliers to sellers, match production to inventories, monitor dispersed 
workers, and check quality and speed of supply through every nuig of their hierarchy. The 

same logic. to greater or lesser degree. is in play in the processes which d o w  Canadian 
supermarkets to sell fresh-cut flowers from Afnca. or mvel agencies in Bonn and Tokyo to 

book sex tours in Thailand and the Philippines. In a l l  areas, even though production 

remains dependent on the most arduous, protracted physicd labour-in Mexican car plants, 

Kenyan agribusiness plantations or Bangkok brothels-coordination and control is effected 

through communication flows moving over distances and at speeds which surpass 

corporeal horizons. 

Winning Global Hearrs and Mindr 

The global restnicturing of production is complemented by an equaliy global 

reorganization of consumption. As we saw in the 1 s t  chapter, this is necessitated by 

capital's very success in driving down the wage and social irnefits of metroplitan mass 

workers-for this undermined mass consumption within the domestic markets of the Fit 
World. Increasingly, therefore, business has turned its eyes to export markets and, 

increasingly toward the population masses of the South. These are so great in numbers that 

if even a relatively srnail proportion-the managerial and professional mata benefiting most 

directly h m  industrialkation-can be brought into the orbit of luxury consumer capitalism, 
it will more than counter-balance the eroded spending power of Northern workers?' And 

for industries whose g d  can be sold cheaply enough CO penetrate the youthful economies 
of South African townships and Latin American barrios-cigarettes, soft drinks, cassettes- 

the potential profits are prodigious. 

However, such a global projection of consumerism into zones previously entirely 

relegated to economic marginality dernands a reconstruction of needs and desires-of 

cultural traditions, religious prohibitions, dietary habits, sexuai mores, traditions of self- 
sufficiency -similar to that experienced by the Eure-Americau proktariat in the first part of 
the twentieth cenniry, but exceeding it in scale. In this process the vanguard organizations 
are the great media corporations-characterized by concentratexi ownershïp, vertical and 
horizontal integration, and rnasrery of world-spanning arrays of convergent technologies. 

These "lords of the global village" are no longer-as in the classic fonnuiations of the 



'cultural imperialism' thesis-exclusively North ~merican.'~ Although US entertainment 

and information corporations stiU generalIy enjoy a preeminent position, these indusaies 
have themselves, to a degm, become globlized, and also inch& European, Japanese and 

even Latin American interests; newly-rnarketized Moscow's rnost popular soap opera, 

"Even the Rich Cry," was made in BmziI. 
But. whatever their ownership, these corporations-Adorno and Horkheimeis 

"culture industty" gone planetary-have becorne the vital agents for a reconsiruction of 

global subjectivities canied out in the interests not of national, but transnational capital. 

Their products--films, programs, music, videos-are quintessentialiy global commodities, 

instantaneously bmadcastable, evanescent, and dernanding vast, world-wide audiences in 

order to recoup the costs and risks of production. Globalization means that everywhere, ai l  

the cime, it is "video night in Kathmandu," as the habits of media spectatorship are 
stirnulated and implanted world wide." 

These media commodities in tum provide the vehicle for the global marketing 

campaigns. During the 1960s and 1970s, the penetration of television to households all 

over the world had provideci multinationd corporations with the necessary communication 

infrastructure to carry out coordinated adveaising in Europe, Canada, Latin America and 

~ s i a ? ~  In the 1980s such globai marketing strategies, promoted by business management 

gurus such as Theodore Levitt, became the creed of major advertising agencies* These 
strategies are supported both by powerful campaigns to cornpel developing countnes to lift 
restrictions on advertising and by the deployment of technologies which can effectively 

overleap any such barriers. Carrieci by satellite beam and VCR to the villages of Indonesia, 

Zaire and Colombia, ArnoId Schwartzeneger and Pamela Lee perform as the simulacral 

Storm troopers of consumer cevolutions declicami to the attractions of soft drinks, hard 
bodies, high-tech weapons and high-cut swim sui& 

However, this univezsalization of advertising also goes hand in hand with 

in tenswg segmentation and stratification of markets. Assuming that consumer elites in 

New York, Rio de Janeiro, Paris and Bombay WU have more in common with each other 

than with the homeIess who in each city swarm on the adjacent blocks, the agencies deploy 

ever more sophisticated technological resources for surveillance of the world's 

consumption zones. niey also carefuliy moddate c e n d y  planned campaigns in the light 

of detailed anthropological, ethnogcaphic and market research. Arif Dirlik reports a paean 
h m  an advocate of this "guerdia marketing" wbo declares that "just as the guerdla fighter 
must know the temin of struggie in order to conml it, so it is with the mdtinationai 
corporation of today. Our terrain is the worId." This business-administraiion "guecilla" 
goes onto clairn that the "world market is now k i n g  cornputer mimmapped" into 3û4 



geographical conswnption zones cross-referenced with the "unconsciousn needs 507 

rnicroconsurnption types: 

Through an extension of this mapping, even the most autonomous and 
unconventionai desires may be reconstructed for the benefit of market 
extension and control . . . we must win h e m  and min&. This task can be 
accomplished by consmicting and reconstructiog them ail the way down in 
what can only be viewed as an endless process:6 
While the cutting edge of this " h e m  and min&" campaign remallis the 

standardized Holiywood style of infotainment, media conglomerates also collect themes 

from aii over planet-world music, ethnic arts, Third World cinema-for conversion into 

commodities and marketing instruments. The relentless monoculture of Disney and hîTV is 

leavened with muIticultura1 traces of Taiwanese rice farming chants and Indian bhangra 

dancing. This ec1ecticism has Ied some observers of popular cuIture to enthusiastic 

celebrations of the diversity and hybridization of the newly cosmopolitaa global bazaar17 
It is m e  that, as Marx observed, the world market brings with it a variegation and 

elabration of needs and appetites. In a way it does open up new horizons and subjective 

possibilities. But what too many contemporary panegyrics to this process overlmk is the 

relentless uniformity of the logic underlying this process, the enormous systematicity that 

precedes al1 the apparent differentiation- The order of this system is unequivocal. E v q  

human aspiration, desire and creative impulse shall find their place within the commodity- 
form: those that refuse are condernned to oblivion. 

Money in Commanà, World Wide 

With globalization, capital cracks the shell of the nation state. In its Fordist era, 

national governments had been indispensable for planning and securing the social 
conditions of accumuiation-by Keynesianism in the Fit World, by neocoionial 

modernization in the Third. However, the stmggles of the 1960s and 70s threatened these 

arrangements. To varying degrees , ranging from revolutionary power-seizures in the Third 
World to First World "fiscal crises," social movements undennineci business's control of 
public spending.?"apimlls reply was to relocate social control outside the mional sphere. 

Over the last decade, a round of regional and global irade agreements-NAFTA, Maastricht, 
GATT, the establishment of the World Trade Organizaiion-have subwdinated national 
policy to supranational a p m e n t s  favouring unresaicted mobility of capital, defegulation, 
privatization and unfettered markets. But such agreements in many ways m e d y  formalize 
and consolidate a level of a transnational discipline which capital had a h d y  won earlier in 



the globalization process, through another rnechanism-that of the international financiai 

markets. 
Since the 1960s. these markets have undergone an explosive expansion. This is the 

result of a number of factors: the collapse of the Bretton Woods agreement and the 

establishment of floating exchange; the growing importance of offshore or stateless money, 

such as Eurodollars; the deregulation and restruchuing of banking, stock exchanges and 

financial institutions: the invention of ever-more arcane methods of speculation; and the 

increasing role aiiocated to world level hancial institutions such as the IMF and the World 

Bank. As Arthur MacEwan points out, what is new in this situation is not the importance 

and interdependence of financial flows for capital, but their degree of integration, speed of 

transaction and capacity to escape state con t r~ l ?~  

Again, these developments are inseparable fiom the expansion of information 

technology , which has " probably changed banking and finance more than any other sector 

of the capitalist e~onorny."~" Cornputers and telecommunications accelerate hancial flows 

phenomenaiiy, permitting round-thetlock planet-wide investment activity, reducing the 

costs of transfers, creating a common digital medium for transactions and spurring mergers 

and consolidations amongst monetary institutions. in a sector where a few seconds advance 

knowledge over cornpetitors can translate into billion-dollar profits, information systems 

are hardIy l e s  sophisticated than those governing nuclear weaponry. Indeed, as one 

observer of electronic trading says, "Its almost like modem warfare, where people sit in 

bunkers and . . . push buttons and things ha~pen."~'  

This world of virtual finance has become both increasingly detached h m  and 

superordinate over material production. As the stmggles of the 60s and 70s unfoldeci, 

hancial trading becarne very important to capital as an escape h m  crisis. Faced with loss 

of conml in the shop flwr and the paddy fields, many commercial interests simply 

evacuated the corporeal world, with its mud, blood and recalcitrant labour power, taking 
flight not merely by seeking new sites for production but by dematerializing themselves 
entirely into specuiative activity. This migration of money into cyberspace left behind a 

mundane spoor of abandoned factories and ruined communities and was a major factor in 
the rnounting toU of job loss which undermined labour's capacity to oppose capital. 

In other ways, too, the money markets became cruciai in driving down social 
expenses to a level where investment in tangible production would be profitable again. 
Previously, the financial levers of domestic economies had rested predorninantly in the 
han& of national govemments. But when govements failed to discipline their workers, 
global money bypassed such arrangements. With the valuation of national currencies, 
interest rates and credit woahiness &terminai by international investors and speculators, 



economic control becarne immanent within the entire planetary fiaance system. 
Governrnents-national, regionai and municipal-that had previously squareci the &man& 
of business and workeis rnovements by running up deficits now found the continuation of 

their credit and the stability of their currencies conditional on the implementaiion of 

austerity programs. As Christian MarazP puts it, 

the need to preserve credit ratings and currency stability has narrowed in an 
unprecedented way the margins of maneuver-the "relative autonomyn-of 
national states, to the extent of dramaticaiiy reducing the area of choice 
within which national policies has to operate. All governments and their 
oppositions have in this sense k e n  pulled into the narrow area of choice 
imposed by the logic of international monetary au~terity.~~ 

More and more vital areas of domestic policy are subjected to what Cleaver terms 

"international adjusanent mechanisms vimiaily invisible to the average ~ o t k e t . " ~ ~  

The full enonnity of this rnonetary discipline is of course secn in the "structural 
adjustment programmesn (SAPs) inflicted by the World Bank and IMF on Third and 

Second World states unable to pay for the large scale national development program of the 
1 WOs?* However, the 'debt cnsis' is not resîricted to economies formally placed under the 

protectorate of the MF. hdeed, what is remarkable about globalization is the way in which 

the pressure of the money markets has resulted in the spontaneous adoption of SAP-style 

measures within the very hem of the former Fmt World. From the New York deficit crisis 
of 1975-76. through the rarnpage of Reaganite and Thatcherite monetarist policy in the US 
and Britain, to the retreat of Mitterand's socialism in France in 1982 in the face of financial 

pressure, to the gutting of the New Zealand and Canadian welfare states in the name of 

deficit reduction, the imperatives of worid money have dictated poiicies of deregdation, 

privatization, wage cutting and weLfare reduction adopted regardless of parliamentary 

regimes' ostensible political cdoration. By lifting financial control out of the han& of 

domestic governments and diffushg it through the electronic nodes of global exchanges, 

capital has effectively placed economic power in a stratosphenc orbit where it cannot be 

reached by electoral choiœs taken within the confines of the nation state- It thus raises to a 

new level the negation of dernocracy inherent in the private expropriation of the means of 

production. 

The Resurrection of War 

However, the ulrimate disciplinary inseniment of the wodd market is, as it has 
always been, force. War is always critical to capitalist conüol, as a means for extending its 
circuits over new domains, dividing opposition. and destroying any threat to the operaiions 

of the market. It is therefore hard to overestimate the significance of the Senes of military 



reverses inflicted on capital by revolutionary movements h m  1945 on-in Korea, China, 
Algeria, Cuba, Mozambique, Rhodesia. Angola, and, most seriously, Vietnam, where the 

preeminent imperid power went down to defeat, partly due to the dûaffection of its own 

populace. 

An important part of capital's restructuring has thus been the resuxrection of military 

power as a viable instrument of global command. Amidst privatization and deregdation, 

one of the few aspects of the capitalist state generally reinforceci is the security apparatus. 

In the US, which retains its position as the principle 'enforcer' for the world market, the 

Pentagon has carefuiiy investigated ways to ckcurnvent the unwillingness of citizens to 

sacrifice themselves in foreign wars. This experimentation has followed two routes: on the 

one hand, the development of high-tech weaponry-Cmke Missiles, Star Wars systerns, 
h t  seike nuclear missiles, Stealth bombea-capable of fighting hi@y autormited, remote- 

control wars; on the other, the mor t  to the low-intensity, covert. proxy or mercenary 
strategies practiced in Afghanistan. Cambodia. Namibia, El Salvador. Guatemala, and 
~ icaragua .~~  

In both strategies, command, control, communication and intelligence capacities are 
vital. Whether in the 'black' satellite systems beaming CI. messages h m  Virginia to the 

rain forests of Costa Rica and Cambodia. or the artificial intelligences unwinlMgly 
monitoring the earth via the orbital platforms of the Strategic Defence Initiative, the new 

forms of warfare demand omnipresent surveillance, near-instantaneous transmission and 

precision-targeting. The search for global banlefield supremacy brings to bloom some of 

the most exohcally deadly technological orchids of the information age. At the same the, 

control of information has also assumeci a new prominence on the domestic front. Haunted 

by the belief that the Vietnam War was lost to the television viewers of America, the 

Pentagon and its allies have devoted increasing thought to the contrd of public opinion in 
time of crisis. The €mit of these deliberations appeared in the Malvinas war, the ôombing of 

Libya, and the invasions of Grenada and Panama. Here it was demonstrated that regimes of 

commercial-sty le image-management, rnilitary- marketing, press-pool control . censorship. 
black-out and propaganda, combined with the e x m e  swiftness of operations permiüed by 
massive technologifal advantage, could Iargely stifle domestic dissent. 

The real flowering of these developments, had, however, to await the Peman Gulf 
War. Here, as Hamid Mowlana says, "the propaganda and communication strategy 

surrounding the conduct of war entered a new dimension not seen in pfevious confli~ts."'~ 
Acting as the merœnary agent of multinational capital, the US tumiaated the dhnbmce its 
former Iraqi client ihnatened to inflict on the world oil supply by an overwheIming 
application of information power. Smart weaponry, superior intelligence gathering, tadat 



jamming, stealth technologies, the infiltration of cornputer v i m s  and the annihilation of 

enemy radar systems gave rhe Aliïed forces total battlefield superiority. Meanwhile, a 

massive media carnpaign. inctuding fabricated 'incubator babies' stories, round-the-clock 
press conferences and bulletins. in-field interviews and orchestrated displays of patriotic 

fervor aimed to win domestic and international support for the war. This was 

complemented by the targeting of Iraq's civilian telecommunications and other information 

utilities, depriving its government of equivaient weapons in the propaganda war. In short, 

Eront and home lines were interconnecteci in a near-seamless regime of information control. 

Indeed in a sense, the whole war, with its spectacularly excessive violence, can be 

understood as an act of communication. For the message sent to the world by way of 

bomb-sight videos was ihat any interference in the finely-tuneci balances and flows of the 

world market would be mshed with lightning force. It is no coincidence that Resident 

Bush's announcement of a 'new world order,' widely understd as signalling not merely 

a diplomatic, but &O a politico-economic dispensation, should foiiow on the heels of the 

Persian Gulf War. For the underlying logic of gIobalization is that of war-a war waged by 

capital to annihilate ail points of opposition and permit the relaunching of a new cycle of 
accumulation. 

The creed of capital in this globaüzed era is cIearly enunciated by Robert Reich, 

economic advisor and Labor Secretary to the Clinton administration, in his m e  W a  
* -." Today , Reich argues, wealth 

generation is entirely dependent on "nomadic corporationsn which, having fully 

transcended any national base exist only as "globai enterprise webs" held together by the 

threads of cornputers, fax, phone and video net~orks.~' Nation states' capacities to control 

their own destiny is resüicted to the creation of infrastnrcnires-such as information 

highways-attractive to the investment by these mobiie corporatons. The result is to replace 

capital's previous territorial divisions of the workfom with an increasingly transnational 

hierarchy of labour power. Those couniries, or regions, or cities îhat can render themselves 

hospitable in this way will atûact well paying "symbolic anaiytic" jobs-the howledge- 

based work associateci with the design and development of new technologies. Tbose that 

dont will becorne the dumping grounds for the unfortunate industrial and routine semice 

workers destineci to be devalued by automation and global cheap labour. 
Reich, to his credit, expresses considerable amieties about how this divisive logic 

wiU effect the social fabric of the US, as privileged "symbolic ana1ysts"reüeat into fortified 



enclaves to escape the deepening misery of unemployed service and industrial classes. The 

rest of the world. however. hardly figures in his optic. But his overall perspective on 
globalization is is both inevitablistic and optirnistic. The accumulation of wealth permitteci 
by enhanced trade and speciaiization, although unevenly divided, wili eventuaiiy raise 
global living standards by an inexorabIe trickle down process. Even those areas fated to 

receive the industrial work cast off by the most advanced sectors of capital will be better off 

than in their previous agrarian situation. GIobalization is, Reich insists, not a zero-surn 

game but rather an "infinitely expanding terrain of human skills and I~nowledge."'~ 

He is quite correct about the astounding weaith-generating effects of contemporary 
technology and ûade. But his analysis omits the dimension of power-the strategic logic 

inherent in capitalist globalization. By expanding the division of labour, the capitalist 

enlargement of the world market ailows huge increases in productivity. But it also expands 

the division of labourers-the degree to which capital can set workers in cornpetition with 

each other and thereby seize for itself an ever increasing proportion of this global wealth. 

The socid surplus grows--but so. and probably to an ever greater extent, does capital's 
capacity to expropriate that surplus. The "infinite terrainn over which capitalist globalization 

expands is thus not one of "human skills and knowledge" but of inhuman profit and 

exploitation. 

By seeking out and putting in cornpetition with one another pools of labour power 

previousiy inaccessible or isolated because of geographicai distance, state regulation or 

communal self-sufficiency, capital can repeat a classic strategy-creation of a reserve army 

of the unemployed, now realized on a worId scde. In this context. the nomadism afforded 

corporations by the "global webs" means that demands for the maùitenance, let done 

improvement, of wages and social conditions, can be circumvented and outflanked. 

Workers are faced with the choice of acceding to corporate requirements, or seeing the now 

lighkr-than-air means of production-software programs and communicaiion nodes- 
relocated elsewhere. Thece is set in train what Jeremy Brectier and Tim Costeiio term a 

"race to the bottom" whereby workers across the world are compelied to cheapen 

themselves into a job by competitively lowering their wages and conditions.'O 

Thus, although the new mobility of investment shuffles and reshuffles relative 

positions in the hierazchy of labour with extraordinary rapidity, its overall drive is toward 

increased power for capital vis a vis the global proletariat as a whole. Reich is right that 

globaiization has given some knowledge workers, largely male, largely white. associated 

with high tech, finance, communicatioa and idormation an exceptional importance. 
Concentrated in the technopoles that form the hubs of "global webs," these constitute a 

layer of privüeged labour on whose loyalty capital can largely reIy. But analysis which sees 



"symbolic andystsn as the crucial actors in gIobalization does not grasp the speed with 

which capital turf.. yuppies h m  the lifeboat when cheaper replacements can be found!' 

Even symbolic analysts feel the blast of globalkation. as North Amencan cornputer 

programmers are undercut by Lithuanian or Iridian competition, and architects, engineers 

and professors discover that those who can telecornmute can always be teleterminateci by 

cheaper services uploaded h m  anywhere on the planet?* The ultimate benefactors of 

globalization are not even the symbolic analysts, but the power which Reich hardly 

rnentions-that of transnational capital itself. 

Beneath the symbolic analysts are the mass of industrial and service workers 

exposed to increasing insecurity by a mobility of investment that can send jobs catapulting 

h m  Oregon to Lima to Jakarta in a matter of weeks. This logic has. so far. prirnarily been 

applied against industrial workers in the No&-to the temporary benefit of labour in 

selecced growth areas such as East Asia. However this undercuaing is a process that can be 

repeated universaîly. Workers in Mexico or South Korea who have unionued fiad their 

jobs shifted to Bangladesh or ïndonesia or China-and when labour there organizes, the 

work moves on to VietnamP3 Latin Americans see invesmient prospects vanish towards 
Eastern Europe. indeed, at points the deindustriaiking process cornes full circle, by 

creating in the old metropolitan areas zones of immiseration so deep that they then become 

low wage areas which lure capital back from its flight to the one-tirne periphery: Scotland 

and ireland are now attracting Japanese and Korean investment with industrial wage levels 

comparable to those in parts of Asia. 

At the bottom of the new global hierarchy, in regions and cultures that do not match 

capital's requirements in terms of wages, work habits, or possession of desirable natural 

resources, lie the hapless surplus reservoirs of labour power, labelleci 'not wanted on 

voyage' in capital's round-the-world restructuring.%ese populations, still predominantly 

but not exclusively in the South, uprooted h m  the land by agribusiness and IMF 
agricultural rationalization, but by-passai by the electronic paths through which the world 

market circulates wealth, survive through the networks of the dnig d e ,  prostitution, body 

parts sales, exotic animal trade, arms smuggiing and other informal economies. To the 

degree these despesate rneasures fail, they fa11 h u g h  the holes of the network into an 
abyss of irnpoverishment and debasement that is a breeding ground for ethnic, nationalist 

and reiigious wars, in Somalia, Liberia, Chechnya, Afghanistan, or Bosnia. From these 
catastrophe zones the victims will only be rescued by international 'peace-keeping' 
interventions when the level of chaos threatens to become uncontainable or interfere with 
serious investment opportunities. 



Their fate-relayed by real time satellite broadcasts of famiLle and strieet fighting- 
serve as an admonishment to others in more fomuiate places not to demand too much, to 

buckle down, work harder, be grafeful for what they have. Such scenes, whether from 
Mogadishu, Sarajevo, Kabul, Monrovia, Grozny or South Central Los Angeles, are not, in 
our view. incidental to capitalist globalization. They are essential to it. For they represent 
the ultimate outcome of a strategy of decomposition which empowers capital by 

intensiQing the wodd wide cornpetition between workers-dividing labour fiom itself in s 
process w hose culmination is an internecine violence. 

W e  do not minirnize the terrible eficiency of this disintegrative strategy. Yet 
anaiysis that understands globalization on& as capitalist triumph is incomplete. For one of 
the remarkable features of the last decade is the way in whicb unexpected currents of 
opposition have started to emerge from the transformed conditions created by 
transnationalization. Often these new vortices of subversion have started to spin precisely 
where the victory of the market forces was thought most cornplete, as in Mexico, where the 
Zapatista's challenge to the showcase of nediberal development has caught the imagination 
of the world. 

As we discussed in the previous chapter, the scope of contemprary capitalist 
subsumption means chat such movements of opposition will no bnger be found 
concentrated at the immediate point of production but spill across society as a whole. 
Battles against curporate globaiization involve waged workers, but also unwaged labour: 
women's organizarions resisting the deconstruction of welfare services, students opposing 
the slashing of public spending, movements of indigenous and peasant people fighting 
eviction h m  the iand, rural and urban communities refusing the ecological devastation of 
hazardous waste dumps and hydro-eiectric development projects. The very diversity of 
these resistances, and the reai nature of the coniradictions which often divide them, makes 
the problems of k i r  cooperation and coordination between them enormous, even on the 
scale of a neighborfiood, city or region; when viewed intemtionaily, these obstacles might 
appear insuperable. 

And yet the new counter-movements are xnaking irans-sectord and transnational 
interconnections. In part, rhis is happening because capital's very success in creating for 
itself a world-wide latitude of action is dissolving some of the barriers which previously 
sepmted oppositional movements geographidy. In coilapshg the Three Worlds into a 

single plane of accumulation, capital bas introduced h m  one to the other f o m  of work, 
dispossession and stniggIe which were previously segregated. Thus the spread of large- 



scale manufacnuùig into Korea, Brazil or South Africa resdts in the emergence of mas- 
worker stxuggies of a sort that were once distinctiveiy metropoiitan, while the 

deindusûialization of the United States and Europe is in tum accompanied by social 

movements resembling those of the 'underdeveloped' world: many authors have noted the 

sirnilarities between the 1992 Los Angeles nots and Latin American urban insurre~tions.'~ 

More generally, the global imposition of nediberal policies has created commonalities of 

experience for waged and unwaged labour h m  Warsaw to Cairo, as the destruction of 

public services and the subjugation of governrnent to supranational financial flows, 

increasingly come to constitute a shared lexicon of proletarian existenceP6 

This exchange of experience is intensified by the v a s  flows of migrants and 

refugees set in motion by Third World industrialization. war and environmental 

catastrophes. Moving legally and illegally, this huge movement of peoples has converted 

wodd cities into crucibles of cosmopolitan experimentation. confounding, confusing and 

confronting long-held ethnocentric and colonialist perspectives. Capital everywhere îries to 

hmess these exiles as yet another source of cheapened labour, making them the "new 

helots" of globalization-a' Yet migrant workers-Turkish autoworkers in Germany, Filipino 

nannys and Punjabi farmworkers in Canada, Mexican dryutallers and janitors in California- 

-dso carry with them traditions of struggle, and often stand at the kart of new militancies, 
chalienging the racism of established trades unions and social movements, and establishing 

new lines of international conne~tion7~ 

Moreover--and this is the point to which the cernainder of our andysis will be 
devoted-capital's own difision of the means of communication has inadvertently assisted 

this connective process. In creating the pathways for its own transnational circuit, it has 
unintentionally opened the routes for a global contrafiow of news, dialogue, contmversy 

and support between movements in diierent parts of the planet. To a degtee, the very 
communication channels which circulate cornmodities aIso circulate sûuggies. Despite al1 
the well-known f i l t e ~ g  and censorship mechanisms, corposate and stafe media do carxy 

abbreviated scenes and news of class conflicts amss  the world. SometÜnes-as in the case 

of the Israeli invasion of Beirut, or the indonesian genocide in East Tior-shots of a not, 

bornbing, or a massacre have been crucial in mobiiîzing transnational support for 

resistances which, in a purely national context, face overwhelming odds. However, to a 

large extent connections and dialogue between globally distant mistant movements 

depends on the constxuction of counter-networks, which while drawing on the technologies 

and expertise diffuseci by the world market, reconstnict hem into radicdy new 

configurations. 



Thus. while the effect of globalization has o k n  been to more intensely divide 
workers withui a given city, region or nation, it has, paradoxicaily. also created the 

possibility of building d i a n e s  across city. regional and national boundaries. Writing of 

the transnationai linkages established by the indigenous peoples movements, Mariarosa 
Dalla Costa has spoken of how , 

Workers and non-natives, ecological movement militants, women's groups, 
and human rights activists have been attracted into complex support actions, 
helping and monitoring fiom various parts of the world. 

In this process, she says, a "hinterland of communication and liaison has been constnicted 

. . . across the Arnericas and in the world": 

Relations of analysis and information have been more clearly and more 
strongly interwoven. And a i l  this has become the prirnary tissue for 
communication between and action by different sectors in the working 
social body.'' 

Dalla Costa speaks of a growing "tissue for communication between and action by different 

sectors in the working social body." This tissue creates connections which run counter to 

the decompositional logic of capitalist globalisation. Somewhere between the ethereal 
activism of radio and cornputer networks. and the weary odysseys of proletarians trekking 

from San Salvador to Vancouver or fiom Manila to Kuwait City, a new global class 

composition is being born. 

Radiating the information of Struggk 

More than twenty years ago, the autonomist Romano Alquati suggested that the 

movements of working class struggles could be analyzed as constituting a network, not just 

regionally or nationaily, but on the internationd level. This network. he proposed, 

possessed both vertical and horizontal articulations: 

. . . verticai according to the organization of the class at points within and 
against the capitalist circuit of production and reproduction; h o r i z o d  
according to the geographicai-temetorid distriiution and linkage of these 
movements within and against capitalist a~cumulation?~ 

in one sense, the structure of the network was given by the capitalist organization of 

production against which it fought, but, 

the information passing from the apex to the base of the hierarchy . . . does 
not correspond to that passing in the opposite direction. in other words, the 
network of the class struggle, like capital, has its own operational 
information, its own mechanisms for checkhg and controlling, but the 
process based on hiefarchicd command of capitaiist accumulation is tumed 
upside down?' 



This combined vertical-horizontal network of struggles pivot around "nodal points" of 

interconnection; "points of maximum accumulation of information and greate~t direct 
combination of different moments of the anticapitaiïst sauggle." Fmm these ples "the 
operational information of stmggle is radiated."Such cornmuniCacion about "forms, goals. 

content, organization of stniggle" was, Alquati said, 

. . . an indirect, mediated and complex process, operathg through a whole 
series of mechanisms . . . a form of telecommunication which transçends 
physical spatial contacts between the nodes that are in ~omrnwiication;'~ 

Today , of course, these connections are often not just metaphorically but literaliy 

telecommunicational. And arnongst the many mechanisms by which it p d ,  a crucial 

one has k e n  the creation of various networks of autonomous media. We discussed the 
emergence of these networks in North America in the last chapter. But a crucial ingredient 

of 'the other globalization' has been the emption of similar experiments across the planet. 

Indeed, a feature of contemporary stmggle is the degree to which many of the crucial 

"nodal pointsn h m  which the "operational information of smggle is radiated " are to be 

found in the former Second and Third Worlds. 

In the Third World, the creation of autonomous communication networks were, of 

course integrai to anti-colonial stmggle; one has ody to think of Frantz Fanon's 

observations on the role of radio in the Algerian civil wars3 The residual irnpetus of these 

revolutionary experiments propelIed the New World Information and Communications 

Order, the Third World challenge to US global media dominance. But this wmplex 

movement was partly harnessed to the interests of pst-colonial state and media eiites. Its 

critique of media imperialism was thus compromised by a certain wiilingness to ovedmk 

intemal repressions and exclusions. However, over the last two decades, as national 

governments subrnit to privatization and deregdation, the focus of information activism in 

the South has largely shifted h m  such a state-centred media base towards a prol i fdon 

of independent, grassroots, initiatives, arising h m  sectors in stmggie with both local and 

global mlers: Brazilian Street television, video training for Korean trades unionists, 

township-based South Afncan community radio stations. These media often provide the 

vital channels for movements opposing capitalist globalization within neighborhood, 
regional and national boudaries. 

The political potential of these fomis of activism was strikingiy, though 
ambiguously revealed, in the fall of state sociaIism in the ex-Second World. Hert tbe radio 
activism of Soiidamosc, the rivulets of samizdat, underground music and media ptrmtating 

Eastern Europe, the role of cornputer networks and radio stations media relaying news of 
the Stalinist Moscow coup, al1 played an important part in undermining the  le of the 



cornrnissars. A similu, but more cornplex dynamic emerged in the deadly dance of 

subversion and surveillance surrounding satellite-borne images of events at Tienanman 
Square. The relative fnendliness of the Western media (not to mention the CIA) toward 
these revolts makes their success a special case. Yet some wodd argue that they 

dernonsmte a vernacular familiarity with technology and a popular capacity for the self- 

organization of communications technology potentidly inimical to either state or corporate 

management, and which can be as effectively turned against neoiiberai globalism as 

Stalinist isolation. 

Others are more sceptical. Against hopeful prognoses about international democratic 

empowerment through information, they identify the fonnidabk global limitations to and 

inequalities in access to the means of communication in a world where forty percent of the 

population are without electricity and and sixty-five per cent have never used a telephone. 

in an essay tellingly entitled, " World Wide Wedge," Peter Golding notes that "the terrain 

occupied by communication goods and facilities is a hilly one, rnatked by soaring peaks of 
advantage and dismal valleys of pri~ation."~' He points out that all information industries 

are very heavily concentrateci in the developed world. This holds h m  newspaper 

publishing, where haif the world's production is in the industrialized West,to 

telecommunications, with more phone lines in Tokyo or New York than in the whole of 

sub-Saharan Afi-ica. These inequities are even more marked in computer-rnediated 

communications, which are, as Golding notes, "not so world wide after ail," since large 

portions of Africa, Asia and Latin Amenca currently lack all but minimal connections to the 

Internet?' These problems are compounded with hequities in the availability of technical 

training, and with problems around translation for digital media, in which English remauis 

the linguafianca. The impiication of such analysis is that the potential for information 

activism remains limited to a few relatively privüeged zones. 

These objections are substantial enough to damn any naive political optimism. But 

they are not sufficient to dismiss the possibilities for a signifiant enïargement in the 

"network of stniggles." Capital is, for its own reasons, diffushg and cheapening access to 

many information technologies. The inevitably socialized aspects of communications-its 

broadcast and network aspects, which increase in value according to the number of 
recipients and participants-means that in many areas business is working very fast to 

extend the reach of its circulatory apparatus: AT & T Submarine systems aims to complete 

Afkica One, the fibre optic undersea cable that will create a communications ring around the 

continent by the year 2000. Televisions, transistors and walkmans are already available in 

areas without schools, running water or medical citren6 We expect more of this distorted 
information age universalism. 



More importaritiy, extreme pessimism about global access to communication 

resources underestirnates the ingenuity of the various communities appropriating t k  

technologies for their own purposes. Movements which would seem at the fuahest remove 

from 'high-tech,' such as those of the Mayan pestsants in Chiapas, or indian farmers 

fighting multinationai seed patenting, or the Kayapo and other indigenous peoples in the 

Amazon opposuig World Bank development. are intedacing advanced communication 

networks and highly traditional forrns of mobiliza~on!~ They are consaucting hybnds of 

pre- and post-industrial communication forms. We have seen film of the village-by-village 

oraI education used by the campaigns of hdian famiers and peasants against GA=, These 
films were brought to North America by Canadians. themselves involveci in opposition to 

agribusinesses, who in turn cuIl and reIay information about these cornpanies via the 

intemet to university-based rnembers of the indian m~vernent?~ This sort of interaction 

constructs patterns of activism that defy prediction. 

Further, the transfer of technicai expertise and experiences in the establishment of 

counter-communications is itself becorning a focus of political organizing, The transfer of 

old cornputers fiorn North to South, for example, has become a cornmonplace of 

international solidarity activities. These global connections, both on a North/South and 
South/South axis are taking organizational form. Alternative radio activists have formed the 

World Association of Community Broadcasters  AMA ARC)?^ International associations of 

video activists and producers such as Video Tierre Mon& and Videazimut are 
experimenting with circulation of rideos via broadcast and cable networks, independent 

distribution circuits and formai and informal networksPO While the @est computer of the 

Association for Progressive Communications is located in Silicon Valley, it has partner 

networks in Nicaragua, Brazil, Ecuador, Uruguay, Russia, Australia, the United 
Kingdorn, Canada, Sweden and Germany, affiliates h m  Vanuata to Zimbabwe, 

subscribers in nhety-five countries, and nins projects aimed specificaiiy at facilitating the 

computer networking of peace, human rights, ecological and labour organizations in 

underdeveloped countries PL 
Out of these activities horizontal iinkages between various "nodes of strugglen are 

now king made on a very global basis. They include both the transfer of technical know- 

how and equipment and the relay of poiiticai analysis, discussion and support. Microwatt 

broadcasters from California assist Haitian activists set up radio stations in Port au Rince; 

video activists in Vancouver draw on the lessons of popular education from Nicaragua; 

British motorway protesters at Newbury receive faxes of support h m  Ogoniiand in 
Nigeria, while environmental activists in Europe k h g e  Sheii offices with email ptesting 



the execution of Ken Sam Wiwa This is the communicationai weave of recomposition. Let 

us look at some of its patterns. 

Modem Soli&rit)r 

Through globdization, capital artempts to directly pit First against Second and Third 
World workers, undermiring the wages and conditions of the former via the unmiseration 

of the latter. However. this paradoxically opens the way to a reverse logic in which 

workers of the one-time metroplis, losing the position of relative privilege which gave 

them a partial stake in capitalism's international system, acquire an interest in raising the 

living standards of those in previously peripheral zones. Northem workers might-and 

often do-attempt to insulate themselves €rom globdization by traditional forms of 

protectionism. But this strategy depends upon business support, at the very time when 

multinational capital has decisively rejected such an option. An altemative is for (ex) Fmt 

World workers to seek alliances with their counterparts elsewhere in the world. Over the 

period of capitalist global restructuring the slogan."When they win, we win," has begun to 

be heard within the most progressive sectors of US and European trades unionism, and 

there has appeared a tentative web of connections between metropolitan and peripheral 

labour!' 

instances indu& the ten-year solidarity campaign by US trades union and church 

groups supporthg the occupation of a Coca Cola plant in Guate~nda city; networks of 

international sugar workers fonned around issues of land reform and crop diversification; 

autoworkers' conferences involving US, European, Malaysian, BraPlian, Japanese, and 

South African delegates; US-Japan worker-to-worker meetings in the cornputer industry; 

South M c a n  unionists painting murals for strikùig Minnesota meatpackers fighting an 

apartheid-implicated employer; West Virginia steelworkers forging links with Swiss, Dutch 
and Eastern European unions and green movements to beat their multinational employer, 

the international connections spun amongst maritime labour around a Liverpool dockers 

strike; and the burgeoning networks of transnational support amongst female 

homeworkers, discussed in the next sectionP3 

Reviewing such initiatives amongst US labour in the late 1980s, Kim Moody 

suggested that their strengths included an activist orientation and the bypassing of 

bureaucraties in favour of direct communication among militants. Their corresponding 

weaknesses were lack of resources and frequent suspect status of participants within their 

own ~ n i o n s . ~  A decade or so later, these obstacles are far h m  dissolved. But such 

projects of international solidarity have-largeIy under the impact of k trade agreements 



such as  NMA-become increasingly common,They turn not only on person-teperson 

contact, but also on communication via film. video. fax, and computer networks. 

in a series of important articles, Peter Waterman has analyzed the role of 

communications in forging the new labour internationaiism, focusing particuiarly on 

Iabour's growing involvement in computer mediated  communication^.'^ By the mid 1990s 

this had produced two major networks, the US based Labornet and the European Geonet 

devoted to union matters, and a number of activist conferences, in locations h m  
Manchester to Moscow. This labour interest in computerization, Waterman says, arises 
largely h m  the obvious need of trades unions facing rndtinational corporations to possess 

communication capacities matching those of their managerid antagonist. increasingly, such 

unions use Iarge-de data bases to track information on companies' fiaancial status, health 

and safety regulations, and collective bargaining practices; ernail for interna1 
communications and sotidarity appeals; and bulletin boards for mernbership orientation and 

discussion. But while such networks facilitate the conduct of traditional trades union 

activities on a larger scaie, with greater speed. Waterman observes that their operation dso 

often repiicates the cIassic iimitations of business unionism; centralized control, a purely 

corporate basis of organization, and narrow or non-existent political aims 
However, he goes on to suggest that in Europe, over the 1980s, a new, more 

expansive approach to modem solidarity began to emerge. This resulted from the 

interaction of international trade union organizations and a loose ensemble of radical 
activists, NGOs. communication specialists and researchers, whose base lay not so much 

in the European unions as in a variety of Third World coflectivities. W e  the perspective 

of on-line unionists h m  the core tended to be pragmatic and utilitarian, those h m  the 

periphery were more innovative and experimental, opening up "almative visions and 
utopian prospe~ts."~~ 

These wider visions included the use of networks in alliance building between 
unions and other sociai movements, recognizing ciifferences in needs and skills amongst 

the various potential participants, and emphasizing improved communication as a 

cornponent of inter- and intra-organizationai democracy. As representative of this broader 

style of on-line solidarity, Waterman cites examples such as South Afiica's WorWet, 

developed by the alternative press in the anti-apartheid struggie and subsequently used by 

trades union, church, media, and housing movements; the Asia Labour Monitor Resource 

Centre, started by radical church activists in Hong Kong on the basis of "US computer 

farniliarity and ever cheaper East-Asian cornputers," to circulate information about worker 

stniggles in China, Taiwan, South Korea and Hong Kong; Mujer a Mujer, a collective of 
Mexican, US, Canadian and Caribbean women's gmups cepresenting w a g d  and unwaged 



fernale labour who use on-line communication in their transcontinental opposition to 

neoliberal resu~cturuig~~ 
One pareicularty telling example involves Giasnet. the Moscow aftiliate of the 

Association of Rogressive Communication. in the second Moscow coup of October 1993. 
where Yeltsinite forces of free market capitalism re-rep& dernocfacy, thiee memkrs of 

the independent Russian Party of Labour, including author Boris Kargîlatsky, were 

arrested by police, charged with planning to attack a radio station, systematicaiiy beaten. 
and threatened with death. A crimina1 released h m  jail told the wife of one of the 

prisonen. who contacted an Australian correspondent for the Green Left Weekly, who in 

tum reached a Russian union oficer with access to Glasnet, who sent an international email 

alert on a senes of computer conferences."Within hours the police station was inundatecl 
with calls" Kargarlitsky writes: 

We were watching €tom the ce11 . . . One of the the k t  was h m  Japan. 
The police didn't seem able to believe it. After that the calls seemed to be 
coming h m  everywhere-there were quite a few h m  the Bay Area in the 
United StatesP8 

Email attention was reuiforced by the arrival of a Moscow TV crew nom the program "The 
individual and the law ." Within hours the cietainees were released and the charges dropped. 

Waterman cornments that "thugh the concrete and steel" of suite socialism and "out of the 
shit and blood of an increasingly globalized information capitalisrnn, the= "appears to 
bloom one flower of global solidarity-an electmnic one.n69 

As he admits. labour's electronic networking is barely nascent. directly involving 

only a relatively low number of specialists. While it has had some nianifest successes-in 

presshg States to free imprisoned militants, in providing negotiators timely access to 

strategic information--it is far from matching, let alone beating, the power that business has 
discovered in cyberspace. Nonetheless, he argues that its potential for =orienthg workers' 

organizations is significant. Drawing on the formulations of media theorist Fnd Stangelaar, 
he suggests that the feaiization of these possibilities depends on labour cornputer networks 

becorning a nlay in "spiral flowsn of alternative communication rhat both laterally comect a 

wide range of oppositional groups, and vertically heighten their &gree of coordination and 

s ~ p p o r t ? ~  Given this condition, Watennan suggests computer networking could become a 
vital elernent in the constitution of what he c a b  a "fifth internationalm-a transaaciouai 

comection of oppositional groupings which dws not, iïke the four previous socialist 

'intemationals' rest on the hierarchical directives of a centralizecl vanguard party. but rather 
&ses fÎom the ûansverse communications of rnultiplicitous movemnts. Watennan's 
account corresponds closely to our concept of the circulation of stmggles. Let us examine 
some further turns of the spiral. 



Movements contesthg global capitalization extend beyond the immediate 
workplace, and engage corporate power in the sphere not just of production, but of 

consumption. This manifests in a number of ways-adbusting, culturai jamming, media 

piracy-but is perhaps best exemplified in the growing number of transnational boycott 

carnpaign~.~' Ground-breaking instances of this tactic include the boycotts against Nestle's 

infant formulae, South Afncan wines and Chilean grapes. Recently, these examples have 

k e n  wideiy emulated by human rights, feminist, environmental and labour groups. Targets 

include clear-cutting by forest companies fiom British Columbia to Saraw* M a n  carpets 

made by child labour. US coffee-bars supplieci by superexploited Guatemalan plantation- 

workers; toys made in the super-hazardous factories of China, Hong Kong and Thailand; 

and North American clothing c h a h  selling garments manufactured in Taiwanese-owned 

sweatshops located in El Saivador. 

In many ways, capital's own globdizing momentum opens the door to such 

counter-attacks. By making the effects of sweated labour and intensified environmental 

destruction reverberate world-wide, planetary corporations unintentionally prompt the 

rnaking of connections beween conditions at the point of production and decisions at the 

point of sde. The heightened combativeness of the international market, îhe consequent 

corporate dependence on image and public relations, and, above aI1, the very 

communication networks vital to globaI production and global advertising, have made 

business vulnerable to challenges in the world marketplace. Thus, for example, a carnpaign 

waged by labor, religious and ottier groups acmss North America against the exploitation 

of sweated labour by the sportswear giant Nike could focus on the fact that in 1992 the 

company paid basketbail superstar Michael Jordan more for his promotional efforts than the 

combined yeariy income of 3 0  young indonesian women who toiled to piece together 

the sneakers he advertised. The sarne campaign could also use the intemet to çoordinate 
intemationai global 'phone zaps' of Nike heaciq~arters.'~ 

An even more striking example is that of the British 'McL1kl2.' Two British 

activists were sued by McDonald's hamburger chah for distributhg kaflets denouncing the 

corporation's low-wage labour practices, chiid-targeted advertising, involvement in 
minforest destruction, animal welfare record, and promotion of unheaithy diet. By 

assemblllig a volunteer defence of international experts that substantkited their accusations 

they tunied the five-year civil trial-the longest in British history-into a public relations 

fiasco for the company. World-wide 'McLibel' support groups have distributecl over 1 5  



million copies of the original leaflets, as weIl as sponsoring numerous demonstrations and 
disruprions at McDonaid's across the world. 

They have &O created McSpotlight, a World Wide Web site combining text, 

graphics, video and audio materials in a thoroughgoing critique of the corporation. The 

Guardian newspaper reported that this site "ciairned to be the most comprehensive source 

of information on a multinational corporation ever assembled-and thaî doesn't sound like 

an e~aggeration."'~ McSpotlight, in addition to documenhng the McLibel trial and the 

claims of the original leaflet, contains news of other anti-corporate campaigns and 

discussions of alternatives to food production by multinational corporations. It reported 
190.000 'hits' in its h t  week. emaii responses at a rate of forty a day, and was widely 
reprted by the mainstrearn press, further discomforting its corporate adversary. 

The use of new information channels has also been important in throwing the light 

of pubtic attention on the shadow-work of domestic labour. This has been particuiariy 

telling in the highly image-conscious fashion industries, where contrachg and 
subcontracting ailow major corporations to distance themselves fmm slave-like conditions 

of production. Here feminist organizations have built alliances both among the 

internationally dispersed home workers and between these labowers and the shoppers- 
themselves predominantly women--who purchase the products they rnake. 

In doing so they have availed themselves of the most u p - t d t e  means of 

communication. Thus on the World Wide Web one can find the weii-appointed home pages 

of organizations such as the Clean Clothes Campaign, a movement started in 1990 by 
Dutch women supporthg striking Filipino garment workers in the Ba- Free Trade Zone. 

Its web site carries information about homeworkers unions and support organizations, 

strikes in Lesotho, Nicaragua, Vietnam, Egypt, Jamaica, Sri Lanka and California, 

discussions of the strengths and weaknesses of corporate 'codes of conduct' and 'social 

ciauses' in free trade agreements, news of boycotts and information about otber ways 

shoppers can support workers, for example thtough the use of "clean clothes 

scorecards ."74 

Such sites sometimes contain self-reflection on the means of communication. For 
example, the "North South Dignity of Labor Web Site," nin by Centre Nuovo Modeiio di 

Silvuppo in Itdy, at once af!füms the use of computer networks in coordinatkg and 
distributhg information of world wide scope and recognizes the limitations of acctss to 

such technology. It a f h n s  the continued importance of more traditionai means such as 
mail and face-to face-meeting, and ends by asserting a strategy of paralie1 ctiannels: 



Each of these means is. in its own way. kplaceable, because it makes 
possible something that ail the others do not . Therefore we SM go on 
using tkm ail. 

We do not here pretend to analyze al1 the strengths and pitfails of boycott tactics. 
They cm, without careh1 agreement amongst the different parties involveci, lead to 

disastrous contradi~tions7~ But the experiments we have described seem significant. They 

show electronic cornrnunications deployed to Iink Labour. ecological and feminist 

perspectives, connectirtg oppositions to capital across the fields of production, 

consumption and reproduction. Aimed at specific products, they nevertheless inevitably 

prompt questioning of the consurnensrn that is the complement to capital's doctrine of 

endless work. And they do so by mobilizing withdrawals of consumption power over the 

same global terrain on which capital attempts to stimulate it, taking the same technological 

means corporations deploy to coordinate exploitation and depredation in lonely and 
underreported places and tuming them into instruments of exposure and contestation. 

Cross-Line, On-Line 

The scope of oppositional networking exceeds resistance to specific corporations. 

Capitaiist globalization entails the subordination of state policy and public spending to 

international hancial flows and treaty obligations. Consequently, opposition to it, whether 

insurrections against structural adjustment programs or mobiiizatioas against free trade 

agreements, tend to catalyze the formation of broad movements involving diverse sectors of 

the working class with interests in resisting privatization, deregdation and austerity. 

Further, the transnational logic of capitaI gives a powerful impetus to the conneçtion of 

these revolts in regional and multinationai organizations. However, such coalitions require 
the resolution amongst potential participants of reai contradictions and conflicts of interest 
resulting from capital's international division of labour. They thus depend on 

communicational channels for information, discussion, and debate. 

This was very apparent in sauggles around the Noah American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA). When the final draft of ttiis treaty was announce- by the 

governments of the USA. Mexico and Canada in August 1992, it was rapidly apparent that 

an agreement which gave capital unlimited mobility across borders, pitted labour forces in 
direct cornpetition with one another, and dismantled a wide range of public services would 
encounter resistance in all three countrie~.'~ However, coordination of a trilateral 

opposition faced serious obstacles. in the US and Canada the ami fhe-trade movement 

often tended toward a national-chauyinkt protectionisrn. Development of an alternative 
direction pady depended on contact with and understanding of Mexican social movements. 



Such efforts would. however, run contrary to both the corporate media's pco-NAFI:A 
predisposition and neglect of issues in the South. and the Salinas' regirne's state conml 
over the Mexican news fiows. 

In fact the NAFïA debate spawned a wide variety of alternative communications 
across the Canadian, US and Mexican border. Visits, personal contacts. conferences, 
tours, and transborder exchanges, pdculariy visits to maquiladoras by US and Canadian 
workers , becarne fiquent amongst activists. While theR were important organhational 
nodes for these transfers, they proceeded h m  a multiplicity of points in cornplex and 

interweaving paths. This circulation of stniggles and perspectives was not only carried by 

'on the ground' contacts but was also made through newsletters and joumals. videos, 

alternative radio and television broadcasts. and computer networks. These provided the 

media for the discussion of strategy and tactics, reports on conferences, announcement of 
cross-border exchanges, organizing efforts and human nghts appeals. 

Focussing again on computer networks, John Brennu and Frednck Howard have 
both made inventories of the anti-NAFîA organizations using online comm~uication?~ 

These include the North American Wocker-To-Worker Network, supporthg the 

connections, within and without official union b e w o r k s ,  between US and Mexican 

workers in the automobile, telecornmunications and electmnics sectors. They also number 

feminist organizations, such as El Paso's La Mujer Obrera, fighting to improve the 

conditions of women workers in the border regions, and Mexico City-based Mujer a Mujer, 

green organizations , tracking pllutant flo ws across three borders, or hinnelling 

information fimm North Amencan sources to Mexican opponents of medfly sprayhg in 

Chiapas; and a variety of US and Mexican-based senrices which specialized in 
disserninating critical analysis of the free trade negotiations?' 

The anti-NAFfA coalitions, while mobilizllig a depth of opposition entirely 
unexpected by capital, failed in their immediate objectives. But the transrontinentd 

dialogues which emerged checked-though by no means eliminated-the chauvinist element 

in North American opposition to fiee trade. The movement created a powemii pedagogical 
crucible for cross-sectorai and cross-botder organizing. And it opened pathways for future 
connections, including electronic ones, which were later effectively mobilllcd by the 
Zapatista uprising and in continuing initiatives against maquilladora exploitation. 

While the intensity of transborder networking catalyzed by NAFTA was p e b p s  
exceptional. both because the treaty so sharply posed issues of capital mobility and because 

of North America's situation as a centre of communications technologies, the phenornena is 
by no means unique. Thus, if we tuni h m  the Amencas to Asia, we can set a sirnilar 
process unfolding, albeit in a more diffuse way. Over the last five years. India has been 



systematicaiiy opened up to the world market under a New Economic Policy, adopted 

under pressure h m  the M F  and World Banl~.'~ In 1992, an estirnateci 15 million workers 
participateci in a one-day nationwide industrial strike to protest this p r o ~ e s s ? ~  Resistance 

has taken a number of forms-some fundamentalist and fascist, such as the Bharatiya Janata 
Party, others of a broadly 'left' nature?' Amongst these latter there has emerged a variety 

of transnational alliances, solidatities and contacts with oppositionai movements both in 
other Asian countries and in the North. These connections flow through multiplicitous 

channels of orai. written, film. video, and cornputer communication. 

Thus we find world-spanning alliances between Northern environmentalists and 
Indian 'tribals' and urban intellectuais opposing the World Bank's Narmada dam project- 

fed by a circulation of films, videos and ernail; indian peasant movements fighting GATï's 

intellectual-property clauses visited by Canadian organic farmers, who carry with them 

books analyzing the activities of multinational seed corporations, r e m  with films and 

videos of these same corporation's offices sacked by million-strong demonstrations, and 

keep in touch by e-mail; Internet solidarity appeais h m  indian workers occupying jute 

factories; Northem NGOs electronically-scanning data banks for details of commercial 

plans to patent plant and animal species and transmitting the news back to the resistance 

organizations of hdian, Thai and Sri Lankan farmers; and indian labour and human nghts 
organizations sending delegates and films to North American û-ades unions supporting 

boycotts of Walmart megastores s e l h g  carpets made by chiid laboure2 

These initiatives proceed without central focus. They comtitute a diffuse 

coalescence of micro-activisms contesting the macro-logic of capitalist globalization. We 

would suggest that similar constellations could probably be found f o d g  at W y  any 

point on the planet. They exist as a sort of fine mist of intemationai activism, composed of 

innumerable droplets of contact and communication, condensing in greater or lesser 
densities and accumulations, dispersing again, swirling into unexpected formations and 

filaments, blowing over and around the segregative barriers dividing global workers. h the 

next section we wiU consider some of the thunder and lightning that accumpanies these 

clouds. 

At its cutting edge, capitalist globaiization means war-not only the immediaîe 
violence of military aitack. whether in the fonn of imperial invasion or low-intensity 

conflicts, but aIso the sustained social and environmental violence of starvation, social 
disintegration, and deprivation which in turn sets the scene for ettinic rivalries and intemai 



confict. Consequently, the circulation of sûuggles between a multiplicity of movements- 

trades unionists, feminists. ecolopists, indigenous people-has increasingly taken the form 

of a fiont arrayed in the name of peace: life against death, a refusal to accept the sentence 

that says what is not profitable m u t  be erased. The great international mobiiization of the 

anti-nuclear movement of the 1980s. which was coloured by the particular interest of the 

inhabitants of the North in avoiding the puncnial holocaust of nuclear armageddon, has in a 

sense broadened and deepened to become a demand, enunciated h m  a wi& variety of 

sites, for the end of the everyday holocausts proliferating al1 over the planet. This 

perspective is not strictty pacifist, since it usually entails recognition of the nght of 

resistance against exploitation and degradation. But it seeks to block the infinitely greater 

exterminatory violence brought to bear on such revolts, in order to defend a space for the 

creation of alternative social options. The new counter-networks transmit an old slogan: 

"Bread and Peace." 

Communication is, again, vital-for exposing the actual or potential atrocities that 

capital prefers to have executed in secret. The most suikuig example is of course the 

uprising of the Zapatista A m y  of National Liberaiion against the Mexican govemment in 
1994-a revolt which specificaily denounced capitalist globaiization as the culmination of a 

centuries-long dispossession of the people of Chiapas. in an important analysis, Harry 
Cleaver has suggested that the success of the EZLN in avoiding the normal fate of peasant 

revoIts in Mexico-outright massacre-was partly due to their weaving of an "electronic 

fabric of ~aiggle."~' Despite the Zedillo regime's conml of Mexico's mainstream media, 

the EZLN was able to rapidly disseminate its own communiques not onIy within Mexico 

but globaiiy. This was accomplished largely through the network of elecmnic contacts 

established via the Internet during the NAFTA campaigns, EZLN documents and news 

reports fiashed into conferences and lis& on networks such as Peaceuet and Usenet, and 

were then rediffused, accompanied by additional information, anaiysis and discussion h m  
those f d a r  with the situation in Chiapas into other parts of the internet. into left-wing 

newspapers, magazines and radio stations. and into the mainstream press. 

This "communicative action" then passed into "physical action," not only in a 

world-wide series of protests at Mexican embassies and govemment offices, but in an 
influx of Zapatista supporters-jomalists, human rights observers, delegations-into 

Chiapas?' This mcured in a context where NAFTA had made Mexico an exemplar of 

capitalist development and an object of intense scnitiny by international investors. Cleaver 

suggests that, together with the many protests within Mexico, it was this focusing of global 

attention which made it impossible for the M l 1 0  government to impose a purely rniliîary 
solution, and compeiled it to switch to cease-fin and mediated negotiations. 



Alter the initial moments of Ehe revolt, the "dectronic fabric of struggle" was 
strengthened with new threads. Videos made in Chiapas have gone North: microwatt 
broadcasting has gone South, as radioactivists h m  Free Radio Berkeley assist Zapatistas 
and local autonomists set up theu own micro-watt transmitters. The translation of entire 

books of EZLN documents has been coordinated in cyberspace, and the Zapatistas have 

established there own "Ya Basta" World Wide Web site And these electronic flows have 

in turn attracted interest in the encuennos organized by the EZLN with the expticit airn of 

stimulating global opposition to neoliberdism-internarional meetings whose discussions 

have then in turn been relayed out across airwaves and networlcs- 

For capital and its advisors, such activity is a threat. This was aclaiowledged by 

some of its own analysts- in the aftermath of the Gulf War slaughter. two RAND 
corporation analysts, John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt, had written a paper suggesîing that 

the conflicts of the future would cake the rom of "cybe~lars" and "net~ars."'~ Cyberwar, 

waged at a purely military level might "be to the tweny first century what blitzkrieg was to 

the twentieth."" It would be a type of confIict "in which neither mass nor mobility will 
decide outcomes; instead, the side that knows more. that can disperse the fog of war yet 

enshroud an adversary in it, wiil enjoy decisive ad~antages."~~ Netwar is a broader concept 

of "societai-level ideationd conflicts waged in part through internetted modes of 

communication" and entails" trying to disrupt, damage, or modify what a target population 

knows or thinks it knows about itself and the world around it": 

it may focus on public or eiite opinion, or buth . . . kvolve public 
diplomacy measures, propaganda and psychological campaigns, political 
and cultural subversion, deception of or interference with locd media, 
infi~ltration of computer networks and daiabases. and efforts totmmote 
dissident or opposition movements across computer networks 

Cyberwar and netwar are "forms of war about 'knowIedge,' about who knows what, 

w hen, w here, and w h ~ . " ~ '  Both " revoive around information and communications" and 

imply that that in funire conflicts "whoever masters the network form will gain major 

advantages?' 

Shoafy after the outbreak of the Sapatista revolt, Ronfeldt was inte~ewed on the 

situation in Mexico. Although in his earlier writings he had focussed on information 

technologies as instruments of inter-state conflict, he had also noted ba t  netwar applies to 

"low intensity confiict " by "non-state actors. such as temrists, drug cartels, or black 

market proliferators of weapons of mass destruction. " By "making it possible for diverse, 

dispersai actors to cornmunicate, consuIc, coordinate, and operate togetber across greater 
distances, and on the basis of more and betîer information than ever" netwar might crcate a 

terrain favorable to what would otherwise be small and conventiooally weak organizations. 



Ronfeldt now ernphasized that social activisu were on the cuüing edge of the aew 

"network" system of organizing. Noting the use by Zapatista's and other opponents of 

Zediilo of intemet. fax and video. he suggested that: 

At a tirne when the political and economic crisis has created widespread 
disaffection . . . network style organizing will enable the opposition to 
overcome its traditional factiondism. The greatest threat a die governmmt 
could be hundreds or thousands of independent grougs united in their 
opposition but 'accepting of each othef s autonomy . 

Although the"decentralization" of this oppositional force meant it could not "take national 
power." Ronfeldt suggested its activities could make Mexico " ungovernable; " 

The risk for Mexico is not an old-fashioned civil war or another social 
revolution . . . The risk is social netwar. The country that praduced the 
prototype social revolution of the 20th century may now be giving rise to 
the prototype sociai netwar of the 2 1 st cenniry l>' 

M a t  Ronefldt calls "netwars" we would rather cal1 "anti-wars"-the mobhation of world 
wide communications to hold open spaces within which experiments in autonomy c m  

escape extermination. 

Subcomrnandante Marcos. inputting communiques to a laptop plugged into the 

lighter socket of an old pickup truck, has by now become something of a mythical figure 
both for the left and its enemies. But the communicational logÏc demonstrated by the 

Zapatista's is not Limited CO Chiapas. We will point briefly to some other examples, h m  

Asia. Afica. Europe and the South Pacific. 

One is East Thor. Here, until a very few years ago, the Indonesian govexmnent's 
invasion and geaocide could proceed in quiet obscurity th& to the huge interests of 

multinational capital in the development of one of Asia's most populous and nsource-rich 
markets. in the early 1990s this changed, largely due to three events: the nIming by British 

television journalists of the massacre of student demonstratoa in Dilli; the circulation of the 

independently-produced film, "Manufacturing Consent," giving central place to Noam 
Chomsky's andysis of mainstream media silences about Timor; and the establishment of 
several cornputer news groups, email lis& and web sites giving information about the 

situation on the island?' 

This dissemination of news and analysis has encouraged a pmIifération of 
international actions in support of the Timorese resistance, UicIuding civil disobedience and 
sabotage in England against an aerospace Company supplying fighta jets to hdonesia; 

North American student protests against univeaity cooperation with the Suharto @me; 



and contacts beniveen Timorese resistance leaders and US workers in Charleston, Illinois, 

striking against a Company with commercial iinks to the Indonesian go~eniment?~ 

Furthemore, the illumination of the Tiorese situation has spilled over to shed light on 
other human rights abuses in Indonesia, including the repression of trades unions and 

students, and the implication of mining corporations such as Freernan McMoRyan in the 

ravaging of Irian ~ a y a . ~ ~  
The second case is that of Nigeria. Here again, there is a long history of struggle 

against the military regime whose self-styled "wasting operations" have swept across 

pollution drenched landscapes, protecting the operations of Sheii Oil fkom a population 

whose living standards have dropped twenty-five per cent in the last twenty-five yearsP7 

And again, this struggle was shrouded in a handy-hm the point of Sheii and General 

Abacha--0blivion. Until the execution of Ken Sam Wiwa and nine other activists. For Sam 
Wiwa's role as an author and television playwright placed him at the centre of a web of 

cultural and communicational networks. As these transmitted the news of his death, they 

stimulated an unprecedented volume of mainsiream analysis of the Nigerian situation. This 

provided the opportunity for international solidarity groups to set undenvay major 

demonstrations and boycotts against Shell, actions which were pubiicized and orgaaized 

through alternative networks of computer, print, and film?' This activity in turn built 

pressure for other campaigns driving for trade sanctions, and ali roiied together to create an 

unprecedented attention to the cost in Nigerian blood of corporate oil. 

In Timor and Nigeria. unlike Chiapas. this flow of information has brought no 

irnrnediate lessening of horrors. But it has resulted in an intensifiai circulation of smggles. 

It is, we would emphasize, resistance on the ground, in the streets-the willingness of 

people to fight and die-that lies at the base of these situations. But when the cries of the 

wounded, the crackle of machine gun fire, and the pop of tear gas enter into global 

communication networks, they c m  create a series of feedback effects and noise very 

unpleasant to capital. For business went global to find stability and predictability. In search 
of these goals it wiii turn a blind eye to, and pay for, unspeakable atrocities. But when such 

atrocities become visible, capital's very mobility can destabilize its own operatiom. Facing 

imponderable nsks-the costs of public relations,the consequences of international protests, 
the nsing morale of the local resistors-money sometimes fin& it easier to migrate than 
fight, relocating production elsewhere or evaporatùig into financial speculation. 

And this volatility can create difficulties for the local authorities whose task it is to 

maintain the conditions of accumulation at gun-point. On some recent occasions, the flight 

of private fun& h m  'hot spots' has created the need for massive intervention by the 

highest levels of capitalkt organization. In Mexico, pady as a result of the war in Chiapas, 



and in Russia, partly as a result of war in Chechnya, global financial institutions have had 
to syphon in billions of dollars to uphoIci the regimes they are depending on to secure the 
open market. The fun& available for such rexue opecarions are vat, but not iimitless; this 

is a game that that cm be repeated once or twice simultaneously, but perhaps not five or ten 

times. 

Let us give one other example of oppositional networking. In 1995, France's 

goverment announced an austerity plan aimed at meeting the Maastricht treaty's 

requirernents for European financial union. The response was a four-week strike-wave that 

put millions of French workers, students and citizens into the streets in w h t  has been 

termed --a tad Eurocenmcally-"the fmt revolt against gi~balization."~~ These domestic 
actions coincided with an international outcry against French nuc1ea.r testing in the Pacifîc. 

which included mass rioting in Tahiti and other islands in the region, world-wide 

demonsrrations outside embassies and airline offices. and a boycott caü against French 
wines. A few months later, the shipment of French nuclear wastes across European 
borders precipitated three days of pitched battle between German protestors and police. 

The link between these apparently disparate events was made in a novel way on the 

computer list "counter@francenet.fr" which circulated news of the strike. Here an Italian 
group, Strano Network, proposed a "net' strike" ("greve en reseau") against French 

govemment intemet sites, to be conducted by inundating them with 'hits' to the point of 

paralysis. The proposal read: 

The French govemment shows a total contempt for its people, for the 
international cornrnunity and for ordinary people who want to see their 
children grow up in a better world. It carries out nuclear tests in the Pacific. 
It continues to use "civilian nuclear power." It maintains its projects of 
"social reconstruction" despite demonstrations of massive opposition. For 
these reasons we intend to take away (although partially, and for a limited 
period) from the institutions of the French governent the privilege which 
al1 the powerful--the lords of war, famine and social injustice-seek: access 
to the ever more powerful means of communication and the channels of 
information, those same privileges which are denied to the vast rnajority of 
the global populati~n.'~~ 

The proposal stirred some online debate about its utility or desirability as a tactic, but 

Strano Network persistai with its initiative, and later issued a report claiming the 

participation of "several thousands of stnkersn and success in shutting down numerou 

French govemment sites.'OL 

in our rnind, the signit7cance of the strike does not lie so rnuch in its immediate 
effectiveness--a point on which we share the memations of Strano Networks &tics-as in 
the linkages it made, tyùig together in a world-wide electronic fanun the austerity inflicted 
on French workers and the nuclear fallout imposed on Pacific islanders, pointing to the 



value placed by neoiiberalism on milimy as against civilian expenditures, and to its 
disregard for popuiar opinion, global or domestic. Connecting the marchers in the sîreets of 

Rouen, the riocers in Papeete, and, prefiguratively, the Ge- anti-nuclear protestors, it 
thus created an optic within which the French government's partial retreat h m  its domestic 

cutbach and its abandonment of nuciear testing could be grasped as twin victories against a 
cornmon enemy. The logic of France's Juppe govemment and its business and financial 
backers is that of capitalist globalization. The logic of Strano netwotk, of the French 

strikers, and the German and Pacific Island noters. is that of the other globalization. 

Conclurions: The Globalization of Orhers & the Other Globalization 

In an eariier era, prospects of breaking through the net of the world market were 

often thought to Lie in the piecemeal withdrawal or disassociation of Libersued zones, which 

were believed to most likely succeed fmt  in peripheral zones, and graduaiiy surround and 
destabilize the capitalist centre. This concept was given classic expression in Samir Amin's 

theory of "delinking"-often interpreted, and in some cases implemented, as a program of 

nationaiist a ~ t a r k y . ' ~ ~  In today's simation, where ihe integration of economic activity has 
reached an entirely new level and the positions of metropoh and periphery become 

profoundly intenningled, such concepts become increasingly probIematic. At the very least, 

it is paradoxicaiiy apparent that any localized delinking can only succeed as a moment in a 

series of highly linkd, rnutuaily supportive regionai and transnatiooal projects of 

withdrawal. 

In the curent context a more promising h e  of initiative is what Jeremy Brecher and 
Tim Costello caü "globahation from be10w."'~~ This refers to the activities of "peoples 

transnational coalitions," formed across national boundaries by social movements aiming to 

fulfil mutualiy complementary supportive objectives fur workers in difterent parts of the 

world .'04Brecher and Costeiio suggest that such movements will corne to oppose the 
'downward harmonization' of wages, social wages, human nghts and environmentai 

standards effected by fkee mde agreements and financiai discipline wiih demands for 
'harmonization upward'; they will have as a priority the dernocratization of economic 

institutions, and be oriented toward the creation of "a mdtilevel one-wodd economy (with) 

regulation above and below the leveI of the nation state, and powers devolved downward 
and upward." 'O5 Such propods are often presented within a reformist perspective thaî 

obscures the depth of confrontation with capital that their reatization would requin. 

Nevertheless, "globaiization h m  beiown seems to roughly correspond to many of the 
tendencies in transnational stniggles identifiai in this chapter. 



We have suggested that the increasing circulation of smggles during the crisis of 

the 1960s and 70s compelled capital to a lundarnentd reorganization. one which broke 
down the previous 'triplanetary' segregation of the globe into Fit, Second and Third 

Worlds. The objective of this manoeuvre was to uni@ and integrate the circuits of profit 
while severing and destroying connections amongst the workhg class. decomposing points 

of opposition and unrest fiom the industrial factory to the jungle paddy-field. This pfocess 
has. however. unintentionaily created the terrain for a new recompositioa of oppositional 

forces-not lest  by its fabrication of a world-wide net of communications, a net formed to 

facilitate the operations of the market, but increasingly expropriated by oppositional forces 

for very different purposes. The result has k e n  to produce not one, but W U  giobalization 

processes -simultaneous, superimposed, interdependent and antagonistic. 

The fint is capitalist globalization. Its tendency is to create i n d i l e  wealth and 

power for the few controlling the flows of international investment and finance; 

improvements in living conditions within a persisting context of exploitation for some ; 
and, for very many, a chaos of immiseration. Celebrated, with partial ûuth, as the 

unification of the planet. this globalization also carries within itself a lethal acceleratioa of 

divisions and antagonisms. For its mechanism is an intensification of cornpetition within a 

planetary market, an intensification of polarîties and hierarchies in a 'one world' economy, 

a relentless seuuig of labour against itself-a globalization of 'others.' 
The alternative, opposing tendency is that of the world wide counter- movements 

confronthg transnational capital. As Watennan points out, these movements appear to have 

"no international headquarten, no organization, . . . no obvious terrain of baale"; but 
"alternatively, one could Say that they have many headquartes, many organizations-and 

many terrains, forms and levels of ~tniggle."'~~ Appearing first as a series of sporadic and 
localized neighborhoods of s w i v a l  and communities of resistaaœ, these süuggles are 

generating a series of connections, contacts, coalitions and neîworks of cooperation. They 
aim at the cfeation of a world space which, rather than king subject to the monologic of 

capital, contains within it the conditions for the interaction of diverse ways of living and 
organizing. This is the other globalization. 
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Chapter 7 

POSTMODERNISTS 

Introduction 

The idea of the 'information revulution' is inextricably involved with that 
most shimmering of contemporary concepts-'postmodemity .' Theonsts of a "postmodern 
condition," such as Jean Francois Lyotard, Jean BauciriUard and Gianni Vaaimo, explicitiy 
or implicitly base their daims about radical changes in today's society on the analysis of 
postindusûialism previously posited by Daniel Beii and other futurologists.' hdeed, so 
deeply embedded in postmodern theory is the beiief that computers, telecommunication and 
other high technologies are a vital element distinguïshing our epoch h m  the fading mcxiern 
age that it can be seen as offering a new inflection of the earlier distinction between 
'postindustrial' and 'industrial' eras, now reworked to stress the epistemological. 
philosophical and aesthetic consequences of this transformation.' 

Given this, it is hardly surprising that Mamïsts' encounter with postmodern 
theorists has largely followed the trajectory of their e a r k  meeting with the 
postindustridists--hostile collision. This is unfortunate. For although postrnodern theory 
often accepts too easily the idea that high-mhnology inaugurates an histokdly 
unprecedented era, it does not usualiy look on this prospect with naive enfhusiasm. Indeed, 
it includes highly critical perspectives. Moreover, postmodern theory is a plural beast with 
several heads, some venornously mti-Marxist, but others much more conversational. Thus 
while there are very substantiai issues at stake in Marxist ipostmodemist polemics, such 
arguments cm also sometimes constitute a disabhg fracture of inteiiectual forces 
antagonistic toward hi&-technology capitalism. 

Recentiy, certain lines of theory, emerging h m  both the Marxist and 
postmodemist camps, seem to reach across this divide toward new dialogues, 
rapprochement or even synthesis. Such efforts have concentrated on identifying certain 
aspects of postmodern culture as manifestations of capitaiiit restnicturing. However, they 

have had relatively iittle to Say about what we regard as the sine qruz non of Marxkt 
analysis-the possibiiity of opposition and subversion. In this chapter we suggest that 
certain lines of what can be broadly designated as autonomist Marxism, developed by 

theorists such as Antonio Negri, Giiies Deleuze and Felix Guattari, can supply this 

deficiency. They offer a sort of recombinant postmodern(Marxism which, without 
sacrificing the Marxist emphasis on class stmggle, admits important postmodem insights 
into the variegated and technologicaUy-mediated aspects such conflict assumes today. In 



doing so, they open important perspectives on the postmodern proletarian condition-a 

disturbing and exciting scene of simulacra, cyborgs, net-nazis and rhizomatic alliances. 

Hostiliries: Postmoderniry versus Mamisrn? 

The hostilities between postmodern theory and Mamism have important historical 

roots. Many of the Parisian progenitors of postmodern theory--Jean Francois Lyotard, 

Michel Foucault, Jean Bauddard, JuIiet Kristeva-were one-tirne Marxists for whom the 

defeat of the student-worker uprisings of 1968, and particularly the total fdure of the 

French Cornmunist Party to comprehend or respond to these revolts, were a watershed of 
disill~sionment.~ The theories rhey subsequentIy developed can in part be seen as an 
attempt to understand the nature of confficts apparently beyond the ken of orthodox 

Marxism--conflicts in which. for example, the leaders of dissent were not factory workers 

but university students-and also to comprehend why these new movements failed in k i r  
revolutionary aspirations. There was thus implanted at the mot of postmodeni tiieory an 

anti-Marxist tendency, which, although it in many cases tumed in outrightly reactionary 
directions. also contained strong radical impulses. 

In their attempt to grasp the problems Marxism had apparently fded  to address, the 

dissident Parisian intellecniais tumed, sornewhat incongmously, to couservative American 

sociology, and concepts of postindustriaiism. Just as, according to postindustnai tbeory, 

contemporary societies are passing beyond industrialism to informationalism, so, according 

to the prophets of postmodemity, we are now speeding past the limits of modernity, with 

its confidence in reason, progress, and universalist politicai projects, into unknown 
territory. Amongst the most important features of this postrnodem world is its highly 

'cornmunicational' texture. Sipifiers are supreme over referents, images more powerfd 
than substance, symbols trump things- The reai is constituted by a play of texts, 

discourses, Ianguage-games, or codes- While this inseparability of world h m  word may 

perhaps always have been the case, what now intensifies and renders it apparent is the 

growing prominence of inforniahon technologies, which saturate society with messages 
and images and break down the the solidity of the material world into an immaîerial flow of 

digits and data subjected to infinite processings and reprocessings? 

This resuIt is an ambience mobile, multiplicitous and elusive in the exmine. The 
proiiferation of media c h e l s  throws al1 stable and authontative accounts of the world 

into crisis. This collapse of what Lyotard calls "metanarrativesn may be seen either as 
potentially liberatoxy diversification or as profoundly atomizing and disintegrative 
cacophony, but it is in either case inescapable? Indeed, its force is such as to explode the 



possibility of any u n i w  or totalizing perspective on society as a whole, leaving o d y  a 

contingent juxtaposition of incommensurable perspectival shards and hgments: "playing 

with pieces. that is p~stmodemism."~ Lamentation for lost unities and stabilities is beside 
the point: ail that is possibIe is ciear-eyed acceptance of a transformation that has shattered 
pretensions to theoretical mastery of society and. with it, aiI grand projects of political 
emancipation. 

in such postmodem theorizations. Marxism is depicted as fataily anachronistic- 

usudly elected as the exemplary case of 'modem' thought o d y  to be immediately 

consigned to the dustbin of post-history. Lyotard catches the prevalent tone: 

The mere recall of the@) weiI-known guidelines of Marxist criticism has 
something obsolete, even tedious. about it . . . the ghost has now vanished, 
dragging the 1 s t  grand histoncd narrative with it off the histoncal stage? 

The decisive influence of the "mode of production" is superseded by that of what Mark 
Poster ternis the "mode of inf~rmation."~ Marxist claims that the economic sphere 

constitutes a ground-level 'base' of which other cultural 'superstructures' are mere 

epiphenomena expire as it becomes apparent that the real is made, not in the material 

transformation of the world, but in the immaterial play of signification. Consequently, the 

importance attributed by Mancists to class-that is, location within relationships of 

production-is dissolved in favour of concepts of social identity as de-cenaed, transitory 

and heterogeneous. Furthemore, in a world now revealed as  containing innumerable and 
incommensurable accounts of the r d .  the Marxist ambition to 'grasp the totalityl-that is, 
gain a comprehensive overview of the societd whoIe-is seen as not merely unaetainable, 

but intensely suspect: a manifestation of a dominative wiil-to-power deeply related to 

'totaiitarian' schemes of social control, a megalomanic theoreticai drearn that leads straight 
to the Gulag. 

It is hardiy surprising, then, that the first--and often last-response of rnany 

Marxists to postmodemism is withering hostility. Postmodemist tendencies has been 
denounced by Marxian scholars as a "mystique . . . which strives to cultivate ignorance of 

modem history and culture" and serves to "echo the ruling-class self delusions that it has 

conquered the troubles and penls of the past"? as a linguistic ideaiism that has "s tded  

meaning, over-run tnith, outflanked ethics and politics and wiped out meaning";1° as an 
irrationalism that "challenges the very notion of emancipation" and "produces an anxiety- 

ridden sense of chaos and isolation";' ' or as just "the smoked-out butt-end of .  . . 
theory."12 

Counter-attacking, Marxists have pointed to the many sekontradictions into which 

postmodern theocy falis as it dismisses totaiizing theones whiie itself indulging in the most 



airily grandiose gestures of historicd specuiation. They have challenged the credibility of 
the idonnation-society theory whose accmcy so much posanodemist thought simply 
assumes, with its implausible claims that capitalism has quietly succumbed to ineffable 

postindustrial evaporation. They have pointed out the lack of self-reflexivity postmodem 
theorists ofien display about their own class-situation: Alex Callincos. for example has 

tellingly suggested that the popularity of postmodernism owes much to the faft that it 

elevates to the level of generd theory experiences and habits specific to particular strata of 

intelligentsia immersed in cultural production and anxious to arrive at an accommodation 

with an apparently triumphant capitalism.I3 And they have effectively demonstrateci how 

destructive is the beiief-which some postmodernists certainly fliR with, and which 
Marxists tend to believe is promiscuously entertained by them-that it is impossible to know 
anything beyond the images dominating contemporary Me." 

We tally this passage of critical arms as a bloody draw. Marxists have effectively 

ridiculed postmodem theory 's hyperboles and inconsistencies . This, however, cannot 

cancel out the fact that such theories i d e n q ,  o k n  in intentiondy ironie and provocative 

style, aspects of Me in an information-intense, technologically-enveloped society that have 

previously escaped Marxist analysis: FoucaulZs concept of "panopticisrn," Baudrillard's 

discussion of "simulation" or Lyotard's account of "irnrnateriality" ail spe& to 

phenornenon that are neither imrnediately dismissable, nor already defineci in the standard 

dictionaries of historical materidism. At the very least, they touch on crucial aspects of 
what Raymond William's calied the "structure of feeling" of contemporary life in advanceci 
capi talism. " 

Moreover, while Marxists are right that the postrnodern rejection of 

"metanarratives" is untenable (so that, as Jameson notes, the refusal of 'totalking' theory 

simply results in its surreptitious and unachowledged mppearance via the back door) this 
does not answer the postmodernistsi point that something is senously miss with the 

specific metanarrative of classical Marxisrn-namely, that its central protagonist, the 

industrial proletariat, seerns to have gone absent, missing in action in a field of robots, 
cornputers, and telecommunications .16 Posûnodem theory's undeniable insights into new 

mechanisms of power and new social subjectivities has thus been thrown up against 

Manllsm's equaily unanswerable arguments about the persistence of capitalism and the 
implacable consequences of commodincation, generating a profound theoretical impasse. 



Rcrpprochemenrs: Beyond the Great Divide? 

Recently. however. certain attempts to surpass this impasse have emerged, 

proceeding from both sides of the pstmodernlMarxist divide. Fmrn the Matxist camp, the 
pioneering example is Frederic Jarneson's now-canonical essay, "Postrnodernism: The 

Cultural Logic of Late ~apitalism."'~ In this essay, Jarneson argues chat the emergence of a 

distinctively postmodem culture, rather than marking a break with capitalism into a new 

era. corresponds to the 'late' or 'multinational' stage of capitalism analyzed by Ernest 

 ande el!' In tfùs phase. previously untouched domains of social activity are penetrated by 

the forces of a technologically-htepted world-market, One aspect of this process is a 

surge in the cornmodification of cultural and communicational forms. Advertising, design, 

marketing, fashion, and entertainment become a prirnary focus of commercial activity. 
Consequently , the distinction-valid for eariier stages of capitalist development-between an 

economic base and cultural superstructure collapses. Capitalized culture envelops ali 

aspects of the social in an omnipresent wrap of imager- whose multiple surfaces extinguish 

material reference or sense of histoty. Subjectivity becomes, as postmodem theory 
suggests, increasingly decentered and unstable--experiencing a condition not so much of 

alienation as fragmentation, induced by the fluctuating stimuli of electronic media and the 

malleable spaces of cornmerciaI architecture and urban design. 

This analysis-whose boldness is indicated by the fire it drew from partisans of 

both Marxisrn and postrnodem theory-has subsequently been elaborated in a variety of 

ways, most notabty by connecting postmodemity to the concept of a pst-Fordist regime of 

accumulati~n.'~ The most impressive of these efforts is that of David Harvey's. who relates 

postmodem culture to post-Fordist "time-space c~mpression."'~ Capitalism, says Harvey, 

is periodically compeIled to flee the risk of overproduction by both expanding the 

geographicai horizons of the market and accelerating the circulation-time of commodities. 

At such moments, society undergoes a massive speed-up in the pace of daily W e  and a 

ciramatic expansion in spatial horizons. Since 1972, the passage from Fordist mass- 

production to a pst-Fordist regime of flexible accumulation has precipitakd such a 

convulsion in North Amencan and European culture, such that "spaces of very different 

worlds seem to collapse upon each other. . . . and aii manner of sub-cultures get 

juxtaposed ." ' Postmodem culture--with i ts cosmopolitanism, eclecticism and volatility-is 

both reflective and constitutive of this shift its emphasis upon "ephemerality , collage, 

fragmentation, and dispersal . . . rnimics the conditions of flexible accumulation." and also 
stimulates the new images, fashions and styles of thought which are so centrai to the 
restructuring of production.22 Aithough Harvey is fiercely sceptical towards postmodern 



theory, which he beiieves fails to critically distance itself fimm the t ransfodons  it 
records. he does allow that it recognizes, aibeit in mystified fonn, Unportant alterations in 
the stmcturing of subjectivity and perception. Posunodemism registers a "sea-change" in 
culture caused by a "shift in the way in which capitalism is workïng these d a y ~ . " ~  

These lines of Marxist analysis have in a way been met hom 'the other side of the 

hill' in recent statements by the Jacques Demda, the leading poststrucnualist philosopher. 
To the inf~te dismay of many of his disciples. Demda broke his decade-long silence on 
the topic of Marxism. not to issue one more declaration of its obsolescence, but. on the 

contrary. to a"rm its unsurpassabiIity of a horizon of contemporary thought. In fact, 
Demda suggests, it is precisely the immaterial or "spectraln conditions of contemporaty 
production. on which so many postmodern theorists have dwelt so extensively. that throws 
into new salience certain features of Mamist analysis." in particular, the 

intemationalization of production through telecommunication has made the issue of the 
world market, and with it issues of exploitation and inequity in the distribution of global 

surplus, inescapable. Rather than agreeing with Lyotard that "the (Marxist) ghost has now 
vanished." Demda argues that the "spectral" conditions of the new global economy, an 

economy predicated on mediatization and tele-work, in fact summons up the continuance of 

Manllsm as a "spectral" presence. a certain spirit of mistance against injustice which 

obdurately refuses to vanish from the worid stage. 
These various postmodem/Marxist conversations seem to us of considerable 

importance. Yet they lack a crucial dimension. While d l  in various ways identify aspects of 
what we might caU 'postmodem capitalisrn,' al1 are virtuaUy silent on the question of 
opposition to such an order. Demda calls for a New International, but does not spec* 
how or where this might emerge. Indeed, as Adrian Wilding points out, Derrida's 
reasserted M d s m  is undermined by his insistence that the spectre of revolution cm never 
be conjured in hl1 presence. that communism is an everdeferred futural project, "urgency, 
imminence. but, irreducible paradox. a waiting without horizon of e~pectation."~ Jarneson 
suggests that postmudern culture has to be seen dialectically as both a mystificatory veil 

over the realities of contemporary exploitation Md a field of emancipatory potential, but 
says almost nothing about how this latter potential might matLifat ? Similarly, Harvey 
evokes a revival of historicai materialism but gives no indication of where this regenerated 
Manrism might €înd its protagonist or translate into political practice?' 

These silences signify a major problem. For, if Marxism cannot under 
contemporaiy conditions locate agents of contestation and practices of opposition, its 
anaiysis of postmodem capital amounts only to a reiteration (albeit on a more 'politid 
economic' basis) of the CM point of anti-Marxist postmodem theory: that under 



postmodern conditions. the game is over, the struggte does nor continue- What is therefore 

required is not just analysis of postmodern capital. but also of the subject (s) potentiaily 

antagonisàc to it : an analysis of the postmodem proletarian condition. For at l e m  some 

hints in this d ic t ion  we can look to autonomist Marxism. and in particular to the work of 

Negri and his collaborators. Gilles DeIeuze and Felix Guanari. 

Recombinancy: Postmodern Ciass Struggle? 

To situate the autonomists within the Marxist /postmodernist &bate, some historical 

perspective is agitin useful. As we have mentioned elsewhere. the autonumia movement 

emerged frorn the wave of stniggles that swept M y  during the 1960s and 1970s, starting 

in industrial plants but rapidly involving universities, schools, homes, urban squats, radio 

stations, transportation networks. cultural organizations and every facet of their society- 

stniggles similar to, but more protracted than, the French stu&nt-worker revolts that 

provided the seedbed of postmodern theory. However, unlike both the official French and 

Italian communisc parties, the Marxists of autonomia did not reject the widespread 

uprisings outside the factory as marginal and incorrect, but rather embraced them and trieci 

to adapt theù theoreticai perspective to encompass these new points of confiict. Many 

'postmodern' theorists--such as Michel Foucault, Paul Viriiio, and, most especidy Feiix 

Guattari, who was actively involved with dissident radio in Italy-had sympathies with 
autonomia, and, when the movement was repressed and its Ieaders were put on triai, joined 

in the international campaign to free them: when Negri fled Italy after a period of 

incarceration, he found refuge in France through the assistance of Guattari, with whom he 

has subsequently worked collaboratively. 

Negri has in fact referred to his own work as a theory of "class antagonism in the 
postmodem ~ o r l d . " ' ~  From what we have aiready seen of his work, it is perhaps not hard 

to understand why. For while Negri reaffirms the Marxist analysis of the war between 

capital and labour, he reinterprets this antagonism within a horizon which emphasizes boui 
the diverse siies over which this conflict is fought, and the importance to it of 

communicational practices. 
It will be remembered that Negri, like other autonomists, traces class conflict 

through a senes of cycles of struggle--hm the "professional" or crafi worker at the end of 

the 19th century to the mid-20th century "mass," industrial factory worker. Each of these 
cycles of confiict has driven capital to adopt successively more highly-orgauized and 
technologically-intense forms. This trajectory has today led to a situation where "the factory 
spreads thughout the whole of society . . . production is social and ail activities are 



However, according to Negri, such a developrnent only inaugurates a new 

cycle of süuggle-that of the "socidized worker." 
For, says Negri . capital's selfenlarging subsumption of society also multiplies the 

potential points of resistance. When the locus of production shifts h m  the factory to 

society as a whole. anti-capitdist antagonism is no longer concentratcd in the rnass factory. 

but radiates out CO manifest in households, schoois. hospitals. universities. media. and so 

on. Stmggles at each site manifest their own specificity , yet ail encounter a barrier in 

capitalisrn's subordination of every use value to the universal logic of exchange. Thus, 
uniike the relatively homogenized, factory -based "mas w orker." the "socialized workern 

arises from a plurabtic, variegated form of labour power. whose ranks include mt only 

highly varied forms of wage worker (in the service as well a s  indusaiai sector) but also the 

unwaged workers (homemakers. students) whose activities are indispensable for the 

operations of the social factory. As Negri puts it. in a formulation that cleariy shows his 
convergence with charactenstically postmodern themes of heterogeneity and divenity. 

The specific fonn of existence of the socialized worker is not something 
unitary , but something manifold. The paradigm is aot soiitary , but 
polyvalent. The productive nucleus of the antagonism consists in 
multiplicity ."'O 

Moreover, Negri argues, the social expansion of capital gives both its operations 

and the struggles against them an increasingly communicational nature. Avoiding the 

'base/superscnicture' metaphor, whose baggage of mechanical materialisrn has so plagued 
Marxism. Negri's rests instead on M m ' s  observations about the importance of "Iabouring 
cooperation." For Marx, a centrai feature of capital's enlarging organization was its aaempt 

to impose despotic managerial control over a workforce whose aftivities depended on 

"collective unity in cooperation, combination in the division of lab~ur."~' Developing dlls 
theme, Negri says that the advent of the "social factory" produces 

a specinc social constitution-that of cooperation, or, ratber, of intellectwl 
cooperarion Le. communication-a bais without which society is no longer 
conceivable ?* 

To coordinate its difised operation, business must interlink cornputers. 

telecommUtZications and media in ever-more convergent systems, automating labour, 

monitoring production cycles, streamlining turnover times. tracking financial exchanges, 
scanning and stimulating consumption in the attempt to synchronize and smooth the flow of 

value through its expanded circuits. It is only through the elabration of this vast 
information-system that " advanced capitalism directly expropriates labouring cooperation; " 

Capital has penenated the entire society by means of technologid and 
political instruments (the weapons of its daily pillage of value) in order, not 



only to foUow and to be kept informed about, but to anticipate, organize and 
subsume each of the forms of labouring cooperation which are estabLished 
in society in order to generate a higher Ievel of productiviry. Capital has 
insinuateci itself everywhere, and everywhere attempts to acquire the power 
to coordinate, comrnandeer and recuperate value. But the raw material on 
which the very high level of productivity is based-the oniy raw material we 
know of which is suitable for an intellectual and inventive labour force-is 
science. cornmunicarion and the communication of k n o ~ l e d ~ e ? ~  

The preeminence of "communication " as a category in postmodem theory, Negri 

claims, registers this process. In the Grundrisse Marx explains that the discovery of 

"labour" was an historicai event: aithough the category Yabour in general" represents an 

"imeasurably ancient relation valid in al1 forms of society," nevertheless it had to await 

formulation until capital's forcible "abstraction" of labour power-technologically reducing 

craft skills, homogenizing the worldorce, stripping workers of a i i  attributes other than as a 
factory 'handsl--gave it "practical tr~th."~' Today, Negri suggests, the incorporation of a 

variety of informational flows and interaction uito production is imposing a similar 
"abstraction" on the concrete variety of cocnmunicative practice. This is perhaps most 

readily recognized in the creation of a universal digitaiized idiom into which ail forms of 

communication cm be coded and transcoded as 'information'-a quantifiable flow of bits 

and bytes which can be measured and monitored as  the stuff of workplace productivity and 

pay-per services. 

However, Negri says, this development has a double face, each side of which is 

recognized by a different branch of postmodem thought. One side is the hamessing of ail 

sorts of communication to ever-expanding cornmodification, the reduction of social 

relations to a series of exchange relations, and the consequent hollowing out of meanings 
and relations: 

In the circulation of values, every comrnodity has becorne money, every 
reference appears in a circuit of equivalents . . . every singulari has lost al1 
significance and the sense of k ing  has becorne pure paranoia. 2 

This is caught by what Negri calls the more "band and pessimistic" version of 

postmodernism, in which the novel feaniries of the age lie in "the total disintegration of 

received language, of its meanings and expressions . . . the tectonic slippage of al1 
fo~ndations."~~ 6 s  negative moment of postmodernism arises from the sense of 

immersion in capitalist subsumption-a vast apparatus whose sole purpose is, in Marx's 
terms, "production for productions sake," a situation which, Negri suggests, produces "a 

painhl . . . perception of the total insignificance of the being in which we are immersed; a 

k ing  whose fiamework and directions we no Ionger per~eive."~' 

However, Negri suggests, there is another aspect to capital's extraorcünary 

development of its informational apparatus-namely, that its channels can potentially be 



used for purposes quite other than those for which it was intended. It is these creative 

openings that are glimpsed by what he regards as the more "sophisticated and positive" 

versions of postmodernism. attuned to thenplurality of languages. the uncertain roIe of 
judgements. and the becoming-ever-more absolute of the horizon of comrn~nication."~~ At 

its best, Negri says, such postmodern theory: 

presupposes not merely an enormous. fluent universe of communication. 
but throughout every stretch of this mass of communicative threads it 
identifies contradiction. conflict, and. above d l ,  new power19 

In this version, postmodernism constitutes "a primitive but effective allusion to the . . . 
new subjects which appear in the Marxian phase of general circulation and 

communication 

In Negri's view. the negative and positive moments of postmodern theory between 
them present a portrait of the contradictions that run through a capitalism predicated on a 
vast cornmunicational infrastructure-"simultaneously the min and the new potentid of aIl 

meanings ."" Both offer important insights , yet each provides only a partial perspective. 

The first responds to the deepening reach of computerized cornmodification, but 

nihilistically denies the possibility of resistance; the other recognizes the "socialized 

workex's" potential for experiments in diversified and democratic communications but 

occludes issues of exploitation and capitalist conml. Only when the two tendencies are 

seen counterpoised in ongoing confiict does an adequate perspective emerge. Thus in 

Negri's view postmodern thought is "ambiguous"; although "eclectic," it does idenûfy 

"certain conditions on which it is possible to construct the concept of new subjecti~ities,"~~ 

Negri's Marxism thus enrers into a tentative rapport with postmodem theory. Yet 
his insistence on the universal and progressive goals of struggle is also reminiscent of the 

postrnodernists' major modernist opponent, Jurgen Habermas. Negri's contrast between 

dominative information and insurgent communication owes an achowledged debt to 

Habermas's theory of communicative action, which upholds an "ided speech situationn of 

democratic, syrnmeaical dialogue unobstnicted by inequities of power and skiii as a 
yardstick against which to masure emancipatory social changeJ3 However, for Habermas 

economy and workplace lie outside the orbit of such judgement, and are subject to an 

instrumenta1 logic which fin& inexorable embodiment in capitalist rationakation. 'Ihe 
consequence is a purely defensive social democratic politics which aims to ptect select 

areas of the "He-world" Erom the encroachments of the "system", but abandons any 
fundamental challenge to capital's dominance of productive activity ." 

For Negri, in contrast. the advent of the "factory without walisn makes it 
impossible to split work h m  Me. The increasing prominence of communicative action is 



pracisely a result of the socialization of production. Confiict between instrumental and 

communicative logic crystallizes around the contradiction between capitdkt command and 
collective labour: and the horizon of the "ideal speech situationw can ody  be reached by 

way of full-blown revolutionary project whose ultimate objective remains the demise of 

capital. In the next t w ~  sections we will elaborate this point by Iooking briefly at examples 

of what Negri would consider " negative" and "positiven moments of postmodern analysis, 

and their relation to autonornist theory. 

Simulacru: The Realiry Gulf 

What Negri terrns the "banal and pessirnistic" school of posmodernisrn is 

undoubtedIy best represented by the school of Jean BaudnlIard and his followers. 

Baudriliard. after starting from a brilliant critique of orthodox Marxism's 

base/supersmicture dualism. and developing an incisive anaiysis of culturai 

cornmodification, has since gone on to develop ian ever-more nihilatory analysis of the 

power of media."5 In an age of advanced information technologies he claims, signs, which 

once pointed to reality, then served to mystim it through advertking and propaganda, have 

now corne to entirely substitute dor it. We enter a world of simulacra, where models corne 

before originalS. In this hyper-reality , 

The temtory no longer precedes the map, nor survives it. Hencefoah, it is 
the rnap that precedes the temtory . . . The real is produced from 
miniaturimi units, h m  mahices, memory banks and command models- 
and with these it can be reproduced an indefinite number of times. 

Subjectivity is no more than an effect of an omnipresent "code," produced by a shadowy 

" neo-capitalist cybemetic ~ r d e r . " ~ ~  A "cyberblitz" of advertisement, propaganda, television 

shows and polling techniques produce the very needs, desires, opinions and identities to 

which they ostensibly respond. Every antagonism is annulled by a media apparatus that 

effortlessly recuperates opposition as spectacle. With reality itself constituted by wd-to 

wall -media images, the epistemological ground for distinction between acaiality and 
irnaginary, mth and lies, fabrication and authenticity evaporates. Social existence 
undergoes an "implosion," becorning a "black hole," a spongy, infinitely absorbant mass 

that soaks up media images h m  Bobbits to Bosnia, indifierent to veracity but hungsr for 
ever more intense waves of sen~ation.~' 

The recent culmination of this line of thought cornes in Baudrillard's articles on the 

Persian Gulf WarP8 Written at the tùne of the conflict, these focussed on the role of the 
media in a war where "our strategic site is the television screen, b m  which we are daily 
b~rnbarded,"~~ Baudrillard claims that propaganda and disinfomation rnake it impossible to 



know what is actualiy going on in the sands around Kuwait: epistemological certainty, 

including even the the confidence that what is occurring constitutes a "war," has been 

swallowed up in an abysall "reality g ~ l f . " ~ O  While he adrnits that large numbers of people 
have k e n  been killed and cities bornbed, the "virtual" nature of the electmnically-mediated 

hostilities makes any "practical knowledge of this war . . . out of the q~estion."~' AU that 
sceptical intelligence c m  do is "reject the probability of al1 information. of ail images 
whatever their source."" The aim of this is not to "seek to reestablish the tmthn-for which. 

Baudrillard insists. "we do not have the means"-but rather to "avoid king dupes."" 
Despite the denunciations that these and other of B a u d r a d s  Wfitings have rightly 

attracted, they should not be lightly dismissed. His account of the simulacra has, as Negri 
puts it, "a very high degree of descriptive power."" Indeed, in many ways it more hiuy 
acknowledges the enormous challenges facing oppositional movements today than many 

more conventional Marxist accounts of 'ideology'. For it registers a situation in which 

control of the media often (if not as unifomdy as he suggests) gives established power the 

capacity not just to promulgate specific beliefs and values, but to set the very parameters of 

perception . 
Negri himself uses BaudnLlardian language to describe this capitalist "duplication" 

of reality. Discussing the neolibed state (which they also term "the postmodem staten) he 
and Michael Hardt suggest that one of its central roles in capitalist restructuring has been to 
disintepte the institutions of civil society (trades unions, political parties) so as to 

effectively annul political debate. However "this void must be covered over by the 

construction of an artificial world that substitutes for the dynamics of civil society." Thus 
"Even while the real elements of civil society wither . . . its image is proposed at a higher 
le~el."~' Here, they remark, "The new communicational processes of the so~caiied 
information society" play a vital mie, with a move "hm the democratic representation of 
the masses to the npresentative's production of their own votersN; 

Through the mediatic manipulation of society . conducted through enhanced 
polling techniques. social mechanisrns of surveillance and control, and so 
forth, power vies to prefigure its social base . . . 56 

Moreover, Baudrillard's account recognizes-even as it reinforces-one of the most 
problematic aspect of the posçmodem proletarian condition, namely thaî awareness of such 
manipulation rnay take the fom of a deepseatexi cynicism and relativism, inunicd to 
activism. Indeed. from our point of view , Baudriilard's account of "social implosion" is a 
quite percipient account of an advanceci state of class decomposition in which solidarity and 
agency have broken d o m  in favour of atomkation and ~~ectatorship?' 



Where autonomist analysis parts Company GOA Baudrillard. is, of course. on the 

possibilities of challenging and subverting the reign of the simulacra~' Underlyhg 

Baudrillard's fataiistic cynicism is in fact a highly stnicturalist view of the subject as simply 
an effect of the dominant "neo-capitalist" cultural code. An autonomkt perspective would 

understand the operations of this dominant code not so much as constructive as reductive- 
something that selects. Iirnits and constricts the possibilities of a more expansive field of 

social practices that always includes at least some elements 'other' than capital. If the self is 

always fabncated, some fabrications promote a subjectivity of passivity, dependency and 

indifference, while others foster agency , autonomy and inquiry . 
In a rather cryptic phrase. Negri has suggested that in the face of the "duplicatory" 

power of capital, the task of opposition is nothing less than "a Socratic task-that of 

reimposing the principle of reaiity."59 We do not understand this phrase in the sense of any 

naive objectivism, or uncomplicated faith that situations can be reduced to a single truth. 

But we would nevertheless affm the possibility of distinguishing between 'aue? and 

'falser' depictions of reality--in the sense of identifying more or less coherent and 
comprehensive accounts, and more or less manifestly self-interesteci narratives. 

Even advanced capital does not so cornpletely or efficiently monopolize the 

channels of communication as to make this activity impossible. As Christopher Noms has 
argued, even in the rnidst of the Gulf War propaganda blitz, the activities of a few reporters 
of integrity did occasionally make it possible to discern the discrepancies and omissions of 

official accountsPO And Europe and North Arnenca also saw some rernarkable uses of 

video. 'alternative television' and cornputer networks to transmit news and analysis 

marginalized or excluded h m  rnainstream accountsd' Aithough these efforts were. in 
Robert Hackett's phrase, "engulfed" by the US state's military-marketing campaign, they 

nevertheless point to potentialities which in other circumstances could be more effective!' 

Indeed. Negri would argue that one of the characteristics of the socialized worker --or 

postrnodern proletarian-is hisher increasing ability to reappropriate capital's 

communicational machines in order to contest its simulations. But to consider this 

possibility we shouid turn to a more optimistic version of posûnodern analysis. 

Cyborgs: Living/Dead Labour 

For such an example, we can do no better than to look at the notion of the "cyborg" 

presented by Donna Haraway in her "Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology and 
Socialist Ferninism in 1 9 8 0 ~ . " ~ ~  For Haraway, the figure of the cyborg-a cybernetic 
organism--provides an "ironic myth" expressing contemporary possibilities for politicai 



activisrn in an era when capitalism operates through a high-technology "informatics of 
d~rnination."~ To refer to the inhabitants of this global system as "cyborgsn is to suggest 

that in a society permeated by media, cornputers and genetic engineering, subjectivity has in 

a profound and irreversible way becorne technologized-formed at the interface between 
human and machines. Drawing on postmodem theory, Haraway argues that in such a 

technological world. identities cannot be predicated on some 'essentiai' nature, but are 
instead relentlessly artefactual and constructed. However, in a spirit diametrically opposite 

to the anti-technologism of much left and ferninist thought, she does not find this prospect 

defeating or despiriting. As she puts it, 

cyborgs . . . are the illegitimate offspnng of militarism and patriarchai 
capitalism, not to mention state socialism. But illegitimate offspring are 
often exceedingly unfaithful to their originsPS 

At its most Iiteral level, cyborg politics means refusing a "demonology of 

technology" and embracing the possibilities of reappropriating the instruments of 

information capitalism for alternative purposes. reconstituting the boundaries of M y  Me 

by "both building and destroying machines."66 More broadly, the border-transgressing 

figure of the cyborg is for Haraway a metaphor for the hybrid identities ernerging in a 

situation where the "elernentary units" of "race, gender and class . . . themsdves suffer 

protean transformations" within a global high-technology ~a~italism!~ Cybrg politics thus 

also means discovering new forms of organization adequate for an era when a "new 

industrial revolution" is "producing a new worldwide working c ~ a s s . " ~ ~  This project, 

Haraway suggests, involves rejecting vanguard parties but fostering affinities and 
alliances." Oppositionai, utopian and completely without innocence," she writes. cyborgs 

are " wary of holism, but needy for co~ection-they seern to have a naturai feel for uniteci 

front politi~s."~~ 

Haraway's concept of the cyborg has a distinct afîïnity with Negri's theory of the 

socialized worker. For Negri, the socialized worker is a figure operating at variegated sites 

throughout the circuits of capital, immersed in a technoscientific environment where 
computers and communications have become so commonpIace as to constitute a second 

nature. S/he (Negri specifies the ferninization of the workforce as a fearure of the socialized 
worker) inhabits an "ecology of machines."'" Cornputers, videos, faxes and other media 

becorne so quotidien that workers havenorganicn farniiiarity with them?' Capital is thus 
unable to stop socialized workers using these technologies for theu own purposes-of 

which the most politicaiiy significant is the establishment of coumunication across tbe 

divisions that segregate sections of the workforce. hdeed, Hardt and Negri specificdy 
declare this parallelism with Haraway's line of thought, saying that the increasing interface 



of the labouring body with technological appendages means that "the cyborg is now the 
only mode1 for theonzing subjectivity."" 

We have already mentioned several cases which would serve as examples of such 

"cyborg" activism: Subcommandante Marcos plugging in his lapmp; French students 
appropriatirtg Minitel; video counter-surveillance in Los Angeles or East Tmor. the feminist 

computer and radio networking surroundhg the United Nations conferences in Egypt and 

Bejing; the rnobilization of biomedicd knowledge in struggles around AIDS, abortion and 

environmental health, Andrew Ross, in an article inspired by Haraway's line of thought, 

cites a case which would also well serve as an instance of the "organic" connection to 

technoscience that Negri sees in the socialized worker." This involves a group of Michigan 

autoworkers who had k e n  promised courses in computer programming as part of their on- 

the-job training by General Motors. When the Company abruptly terminated these courses, 

declaring that such depth of technical knowledge was excess to functional workplace 

requirements, the workers-who included veterans of the Flint sitdown strikes-launched a 
law suit. hinging around the corporation's use of state-provided public education fun& for 

private purposes. But they aiso formed their own USE net news group and e m d  buiietin- 

the Amateur Computenst. This bulletin was devoted simultaneously to practicd self- 

instruction in computer lore. criticisms of the corporate use of technology, arguments for 

the reduction of the work week. support of autoworkers' strikes and "netizens" arguments 

for the democratic, rather than commercial, organization of cyberspace. It eventuaUy came 

to command a relatively wide foiiowing-a prime example of cyborg struggIe. 

Although there are strong similarities between the Iines of thought of Negri and 
Haraway's, there is a difference in emphasis. Haraway's work is characteristically 

postrnodem in its refusai to nominate any ceniral axis of conflict dong which activisrn 

might be arrayed- a refusal which, piirticularly in elaborations by later authors, resdts in 

the discovery of 'cyborg resistance' in every aspect of contemporary technoculture, with 

iittle attempt to make strategic or tacticd differentiations about its politicai significance. 

Negri's appropriation of the cyborg concept reinscribes it within a Marxist horizon of 

capitaülabour confiict, but to heretical effect. 

Marxists have aiways emphasized that capital is a system which tends to supplant 
living labour with dead labour, replacing the variable capitd of human workers with the 

h e d  capital of machinery. This tendency now appears to be reachiag a ciilmination in 
genetic and computerized technologies, where machines are irrfiltraîed deep into organic We 
itself while artificial intelligences promise to assume many of the attributes of 
consciousness. One interpretation of this situation is to see in it a necrotic apogee of 

capitalist control-a near total subjugation of living to dead labour, the dtirnate victory of 



fixeci over variable capital, a nightrnare of technological exploitation extended to the point 
where the very biological integrity of the species is subordhateci to the imperatives of 

accumulation. This indeed is the theme of some Baudrillardian saains of postmodeniism. 

such as the brilliantly graphic, but ultimately voyeuristic, accounts of technocapital's vimial 
"harvesting" of human flesh offered by Arthur Kroker and his colleagues? 

But from Negri's perspective this is only half the story. Against it must be set 

countervailing tendencies, in which the increasing interface and infiltration of living by the 

dead labour opens towards a quite different outcorne: a prosthesis of labour and machine 
which loosens capitai's unilaterai control of technology. Expanding his point, we could Say 

that capital. in its drive to automate every function of the work place-mental as well as 
manual-has been compelled to develop machines of extmordinary versatility. technologies 

which in their potential universality ernulate the very flexibiiity and plasticity of living 

labour itself. in this respect, information society theorists are right to emphasize the 

difference between mechanized and information systems. However, this protean quaIity of 
cornputers and communication systems-theu reprogrammability, their interactivity-is 
often taken as simply marking a new. intensified level in capitalist development. What such 

analysis ornits is the possibility that this flexibility rnight be used. not to augment capital, 

but to subvert it. For the malleability of the new technologies meam that their design and 
application becomes a potential site of conflict. and holds unprecedented potential for the 

recapture of machines. These are the possibilities recognized by Haraway and Negri. 
possibilities of which any Marxism confronthg posûnodern culture must take account. 

Rhizomes and War Machines 

Aithough we can fuid elements of a postrnoded Marxist recombinancy in Negri's 
work, to see a sustained exploration of this possibility we should tum to the oeuvre of his 
allies and coilaborators, Felix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze. Of course, despite the expticit 
insisience of these authors that they are indeed Marxists, many would feel that the chaotic 

playfulness, exotic vocabulary and celebrations of 'desire' and 'schizophrenia' found in 

their writings are far removed from the sober business of histoncd materialisai? And, on 

the other hand. Guattari has specifically divorced his work h m  postmodemism - 
denouncing the ideas of a "postmodem condition" promoted by Lyotard and Baudrillad as 
"the very paradigm of every sort of submission, e v e q  sort of compromise with the existing 
status quo"-yet is regularly included in anthologies of postmodern tho~ght!'~ However. 

we think this confusion if anything confimis the accuracy of our hybnd dcsignation- 
postmodem Marxists . 



Deleuze and Guattari's work is now the topic of a growing number of excellent 

analyses. We will therefore restrict ourselves to a brief overview of their position before 

looking more specificaily at how it bears on our discussion of information capitalism." In 
the universe of Deleuze and Guattari, ail social reality is constituted by desire. Desire is not 

good or bad; just productive and dynamic. Indeed, we think it is fair to say that Deleuze 

and Guattari's desire is the principle of transfomative, constitutive action which Marx 
calleci 'labout--prior to its appropriation within a structure of surpIus value extracti~n?~ 

Desire is hetemgeneous and mobile. Social order is built on its homogenization and 

stabilization--the organization of the small. fluid. multiplicitous "mo~ecular" forms of desire 

into big, institutional "molar" macrostructures: "To code desire is the business of the 

so~ius ." '~  This binding of desire is a "temtonalization"- a fixing in place. setting of 

boundaries?' But desire is "nomadic," always seeking lines of fight or flight, pusuing 
more objects, connections and relations than any society can a l low~ '  Consequently "there 

is no social system that does not leak in al1  direction^."^^ 
Capitalism "detemtorializes" more stable archaic social orders based on landed 

property or tribal cctmmunity. but "retemtorializes" everything in terms of exchange 

values3 Constantly adding or subuacting organizational "axioms" and altering its 
combinations of labour process, political organization and cultural apparatus, it is more 

fiexible than any of the social systerns it supplants!' Its most recent form is "integrated 
world capitalism," in which "the single external world market (is) . . . the decidiag 
factor.ngS The global economy emerges as a "universai cosmopoiitan energy which 

overflows every restriction and bond": 

Today we can depict an enormous, so-called stateless, monetary mass that 
circulates through foreign exchange and across borders, eluding control by 
the States, forming a multinational ecumenicai organization, coostituthg a 
de facto supranational power untouched by governmental decisions . . . 86 

Characteristics of "integrated world capitalism" are a reshaping of the international division 

of labour, with the appearance of areas of under-development appearing within the 

developed world and limited development within the underdeveloped world; a declining 

number of jobs; intensfied integration of the upper, privileged sarita of the working class 
and the appearance of new strata of great insecurity-"immigrants, hyperexploited women, 

casuai workers, the unemployed, students without prospects, aii those living on social 
security"; and a "constant reinforcement of control by the mass media.n87 

However, over the same period that capitalism has consoIidated this giobaI, "molarn 

structure, there aiso appears what Guattari terms a "molecular revo1ution"-"a proMeration 

of fiinge groups, mimrities and autonomist movements Ieading to a flowering of particular 
desires (individual andfor collective) and the appearance of new fonns of social 



grouping."88 These are movements appearing beyond the ranks of the industriai working 

class amongst the unemployed, wornen, ecologists, homosexuais, the oId, the young . . . 
These, Guanari says." constitute 'fighting fronts' of a quite different sort h m  those that 

have always marked the traditional workers' movementB9 For these movements. it "is not 

just a matter of suuggling against material enslavement and the visible forms of repression, 

but also. and above al[. of creating a whole lot of alternative ways of doing things, of 

f~nctioning."~ The undecidable factor tcxiay is whether these micro-revolutions "remain 

contained within restricted areas of the socius" or establish " a new inter-connectedness that 

links one with another" and end by producing "a real revolution . . . capable of taking on 

board not only specific local problems but the management of the great economic  unit^."^' 
Deleuze and Guattarï speak of revolutionary organization as the creation of 

"machines of stnrgg~e."~' This has to be understood carefully . For Deleuze and Guattari, 

any assemblage of desire--at a subjective or social level-is a "machine." The term is aimed 
to break with hurnanist concepts of naturai identities. to emphasize (as Haraway does with 

her concept of "cyborgs") the consmcted, produced, and collectively fabricated nature of 
psyche and society, Thus when they speak of radical political organization as the d o n  

of nomadic "war machines," while they certainly do not preclude armed stniggle, the 

phrase has a far wider dimension. They are thinking in terms of aggressive, mobile, 

decentred organizations, capable of being built or dismantled as needed. that can harry and 
erode the structures of established order-"state machines." At the same time, given tkir 

affirmative attitude toward the subversive use of technology, which we will examine in a 

minute, there is also a certain literal embrace of the machine as an instrument of stniggle. 

The characteristic form of a contemporary "machine of struggle" is a "rhizome.n93 
B y this name Gu& and Deleuze designate decentred, divergent, transverse, non- 

hierarchical, lateral or transverse modes of organization-contrasted with "abofescent" or 

rigid, Iinear, vertical and hiecarchical patterns."94 Deleuze and Guattari apply the term 

"rhizomatics" to modes of philosophy and psychoanalysis, but the phrase &O has clear 
poiiticai implications. The experimentation with coalitions, rainbows, networks, and webs 

which has been a salient feature of anti-capitaiist movements in the last decade are iili 
expenments with rhizomatic forms of organization. Guattari speaks of the needs for the 

"molecular revolution" to find forms of organization in which "the different wmponents 

wüi in no way be required to agree on everything or to speak the same stereotypical 

l a ~ ~ ~ u a ~ e . " ~ '  In doing so he reiterates a persistent theme of autonomist Manrism: k g i o  
Bologna has similarly spoken of the search for "a set of recompositional mecbanisms rhat 

start, precisely h m  a base of dishornogeneity,"while Sylvere Lottnnger and Christian 



Mar- emphasize "multicentred forms of suuggle which "stress similar attitudes without 

irnposing a 'general ~ ine . " '~~  

One characteristic of "rhizomatic" organîzations is that the distributed nanire of their 

decisions and actions makes rapid and efficient communication very important. Thus the 

possibility of their using information technologies becornes very significant. Gu-, 
hirnself involved in politicized 'pirate' radio, was particularly aware of this possbility and 

he repeatedly emphasizes the liberatory possibilities of new machines. On the one hand, 

high technology offers "intepted world capitalism" the opportunities of extending "a 

generalized machinic enslavement" in which hurnans operate as input-output reIays within 
elaborated information systerns dedicated to speeding the circulation of exchange values. 

However, this situation also abounds in "undecidable  proposition^."^^ There is a "shared 
iine of fiight of the weapon and the tool: a pure possibility. a mutationn; 

There arise subterranean. ariel, submarine technicians, who belong more or 
less to the world order, but who involuntarily invent and amass v i d  
charges of knowledge and action that are usable by ohers, minute but easily 
acquired for new assemblages?' 

Guattari specifically rejects "media fatalisrn" arguing that as a result of declining costs. and 

continued technological advancement, continuous labour market reirainïng there is a 
growing "potential use of . . . media technology for non-capitdist ends."99 Media, he says, 

can be tied to different types of "group formation"-one based on "standard identifications 

and imitations, the father, the leader, the m a s  media star," the other more open and 

creative, leading to dialogues which can break down received stemtypes and encourage 

diverse collectivities to f o m  their own discourses and self-representations. The first, 

Guattari clairns, is encouraged by the uni-dictional broadcast technologies of the "mas 

media," the latter by the new capacities of a "post-media age " in which the communication 

technologies can be "reappropriated by a multitude of subject-groups"; computerization in 

particular, he says, has "unleashed the potential for new forms o f .  . . collective 

negotiations, whose ultimate product wilI be more individual, more singular, more 

dissensual f o m  of social action.'" 

Harry Cleaver has made an interesting application of the "rhizome" concept to the 

Zapatista networking we discussed in the previous chapter!" For another example of the 
"rhizomatic," "pst-media" movements of the sort Guattari envisages, one might think of 

the anti-roads seniggles which have snaked their way through pst-Thatcherite Britain 
across sites like Twyford Down, the Ml 1 Extension and ~ewbury .'" These campaigus, 

aimed at blocking the new motorways built largely to facilitate integration with the 
European Econornic Cornmunity, involve highly diverse groups-Eartù Fmter's, 'middle 
class' conse~ationists, local property owners, Marxist militants, Greenpeace=, the Danga 



Tribe. and so on. They also interweave loosely with other movements, such as the very 

'nomadic' stniggles by Gypsies, 'travellen,' anti-hunt saboteurs against the draconian 
restrictions on civil iiberties and personal mobility imposed by the Tory govemment's 

Criminai Justice Bill, or various 'New Diggef groups such as "The Land is Ours" 

atternpting to reappropriate the one-time 'commons' €rom corporate ownership. 
One feature of these anti-roads struggles has been their pervasive use of various 

forms of high-tech communication: persona1 cornputers to coordinate rapidly assembled 

blockades and demonstrations; video to record and publicize protests and for countu- 

surveiliance against police and security guards; the dissemination of such film through 
alternative television producen. such as the celebrated "Undercurrents" programs; and, 

more loosely. the construction of a cultural ambience of protest closely associated with 
various f o m  of techno-music. One reporter on the "postmodem tendencies" of this 
"media-fnendly , technologicdly-literate1' movement comments: 

Anti-roads activists phone up the media to give i n t e ~ e w s  from the top of 
cranes while videoing the behaviour of police and security guards swarming 
beneath them. The action footage is replayed at clubs and festivals or 
broadcast on the Internet across the worId. As the electmnic icons . . . are 
appropriated for protest, the information technology revolution is king 
pressed into service in the name of M e r  widening the scope of political 
communication and participati~n.'~~ 

This. we suggest, is exactly what Guattari thought "the molecular revolution" would look 

Like. 

Cyber-Nazis and Nizkor Projecrs 

However, it is important to recognize that the potentialities recognized by Deleuze, 
and Guattari aiso have a malignant side. One of the salutary aspects of hese authors' work 

is that they take seriously the possibility of a posunodern fascism, in which the very 
cornmunicational and nomadic capacities so rich in anti-capitalist possibilities art 
recuperated in appallingly destructive form. Guattari and Deleuze have aiways emphasiztd 
that molecuiar rebellions can tum negative, becomuig paranoid or suicidai, and they have 

taken conventional Marxisms to task for their failure to recognize the unconscious and 
preconscious paths in which longings for emancipation and fkeedom become tmsted into 
racist , sexis t and homophobic haaeds and authoritarian dependencies. 'O4 Like Bauâciliard, 
they speak of "black holes"-in this case, meaning the Nniing inwards of revolutionary 
aspirations toward intemecine ho~t i l i ty . '~~ in this perverted fom, they become available to 

capitalisrn as a weapon against movements of autonomy, providing the basis for fascism - 



"without doubt capitalism's most fantastic attempt at economic and poIitical 

retemtorialization." 'O6 

Today, it is very evident that desires for autonomy frorn "integrated worid 
capitalism" can take 'right' and well as 'left' forrns. The proliferation in North America and 
Europe of neo-Nazis, Klan, Aryan Nations. Pauiot Militias, hoiocaust denyers and 
fundamentalist churches. mobilized both in officia1 forms, such as the movements headed 

by J. M. Le Pen in France and Pat Buchanan in the USA, and in clandestine, underground 

networks of the son responsible for the Oklahoma City bornbing or the buniings of 

immigrant hostels in Germany, represents a signifiant popular respoase to the social and 

economic costs of neoliberal restnicturing. Recruiting their membership h m  sectors of the 

working class dramatically devastated by the advent of the information economy-the 

unskilled, rural white males at the base of the US militias, the masses of European 

unemployed-these rnovements present an analysis that often mixes percipient analysis of 

globalization with extremes of pathological fantasy. Unemployment is amibuted to aiiens 

and immigrants; disintegrations in farnily security and social infrastructures to the activities 
of ferninists and homosexuals; capital's overunning of national sovereignty is deciphered as 

the result of Jewish banking cabais; reaI intensifications in security-state activity appear as 
fantasies of 'black helicopters' commanding takeovers engineered by the United Nations; 

and desires for release from deepening irnrniseration translates into programs of vengeance 

against every form of social 'other.' 

These movements have proved at least as adept ris the Ieft, probabIy more sol in 
availing themselves of the widely socialized capacities of information age capitalisrn. "You 

may ask 'why the computer technology?" wrote one Aryan Nations leader as early in 1984: 

The answer is simple, because it is our Aryan technology just as the 
printing press, radio, airplane, auto, etc. etc. We must use our own God- 
given technology in cailing back our race to our Father's Organic ~ a w . ' ~ '  

Such uses extended from the sophisticated BBS computer networking linking the amed 
celis of various North Amencan white supremacist groups and militias; the Usenet 

newsgroups such as aitskinheads, aIt.politics .white-power, or 
alt.politicsnationaiism.white; holocaust -denial World Wide W e b  sites, such as îbe 

trilingual "Stormhnt"; the distribution by German and Austrian neo-Nazi groups of 
children's cornputer games based on genocidal scenarios; and the extraordinaq success of 

the far-right in colonizing talk radio in the United States!08 riidmi, ttie considerable 
communication power of proto-fascist groups has meant that combatting their high 
technology propaganda itself become an important focus of information activism-one 

thinks of the Nizkor Project (from the Hebrew word for "we will remernber") operated by a 



Ken McVay. a fifty-four year old Vancouver Island store-clerk and seif-descnbed "modem 

junkie" who has over years compiled a vast electronic archive (or what has been describeci 
as "the information equivalent of a gigantic weapons dump") devoted to refuting holocaust 

revisionisrn on the Internet.'09 

The relations of these far right p u p s  to the centra! institutions of capital are 
cornplex. On the one hand. the threat to order posed by their armed wings has meant that 

such movernents are indeed targeted by the state security apparatus. which often brings to 

bear on them the most violent f o m  of repression (Waco, Ruby Ridge), while at the same 

t h e  making their activities a pretext for a more generalized repression (censorship of the 

Lntemet). At the same time, there undoubtediy sectors of capital-for example the 

corporate backers of the Republican right in the US-which Look to either tolerate or 

actively harness the energies of such movernents to the project of paraiyzhg and destroying 

working class unity. Out of such complicity emerges the real possibility of a fascist 

"reterritorialization" of capital. 

Deleuze and Guattari note that "What makes fascism dangerous is its molecular or 

micropolitical power, for it is a mass movement: a cancerous body rather than a totalitarian 
organi~m."~'~ AS they observe, the success of Nazism in Gennany lay in its creation of 

microorganizations capable of penetrating every ce11 of society, organizations which both 
predated its assumption of state power, and, persisting afterwards, gave this power an 

insidious and omnipresent grip on society: 

. . .fascism is inseparable from a proliferation of rnolecular focuses in 
interaction. which skip from point to point, before beginning to resonate 
together . . . Rural fascism and ciry or neighborhood fascisrn, youth 
fascism and war veteran's fascism. fascism of the Left and fascism of the 
Right, fascism of the couple, family, school and office: every fascism is 
dehed by a micro-black hole that stands on its own and comoiunicates 
with the others, before resonating in a great, generalized centrat black 
hole .' ' ' 

As Douglas Keiiner and Steve Best point out, it is not hard today to perceive the potential 
for such a North American fascism, which would surely combine racists, 'pro-family' 

groups, fundamentaiist Christians, skinheads, anti-environrnentaiists, M I .  groups, and 
gun lobbies in a deadly resonance.' " 

The condition of the postmodern proletariat thus includes what Negri calls 
"alternative subje~tivities."'~~ One powerful tendency is for the destructive effects of 

capital's offensive to translate into intensified cornpetition between different groups of 

worlrers. To the degree that this tendency prevds, the various Limbs of the collective 

labourer will be turned against each other in the mutual-dimemberment of neo-fascist 

populism, religious fundarnentalism, ethno-nationalism, gay bashing and sexist backlash. 



In this situation of extreme decornposition, the absorption and appropriation of new 

technologies could serve only to provide fresh instruments for internecine seIfdestruction- 

nazi hate lines. homophobic computer bulletin boards, fibre-optic evangelism and right - 
wing grassroots radio. Above this wreckage of class politics, the multinationals will gli& 
through the global networks, swooping down to gut and abandon successive sites for 

profitable exploitation. No one witnessing cecent events in Europe and North America can 

doubt the plausibility of this outcome. 

The other possibility is for the different segments of social labour to connect and 

interanimate their struggles against capital. in this context the reappropriation of 

informational technology has a special significance. not only as an inroad upon capital's 

control over what is now a vital force of production. but also, simultaneously and 

inseparably, as a means to open the channels through which the "socialized worker" can 

overcome segmentation and constitute itself as a subject of radical cooperation. 

Communication-through contestation and infiltration of established channels, alternative 

media, autonomous radio, tactical television, culture jamrning and computer counter- 

networks-spins the life thread of awareness. negotiation, dialogue. criticism, self criticism 

and solidarity by which the variegated agencies of the collective worker develop their bais 
for alliance, create a recombinant politics and recognize each other as members of a 

compound subject capable of reclaiming the direction of society h m  capital . 

Post-Marxisrs . . . or Cornrnunisrs Like Us? 

In 1985 Negri and Guanari coauthored a work published in France as Few S- 

s of A l l w ,  and in North Arnerica (in 1990) as 
!&."' Their declared objective was "to rescue 'communism' fiom its own disrepute," and 

to challenge a situation where "the 'ethic' of social revolution has becorne instead a 

nightmare of tiberation betrayed, and the vision of the future is fieighted with a terrible 
inertia." I l 5  Against the devastating effects of "integrated world capitalism" they urged 
"reunification of the traditional components of the class struggle against exploitation with 

the new liberation movements."' l6 Rejecting both Leninism and anarchism, Negri and 

Guattari propose the creation of multicentric "machines of stniggle.'" This would require 

discarcihg the Marxist habit of nominating some agents as centrai to anti-capitalist sûuggle 

and others as marginal. instead, it would involve constmcting a systern of "mdtivalent 
engagement" between movements, "each of which shows itself to be capable of unieashing 
irreversible molecular revolutions and of linking itself to either limited or unlimitai moiar 

struggles."' '' in this process, the development of cornmunicationd links amongst 



movernents, using the advanced technologies which capital is unavoidably disseminating, 

would be of crucial importance: 

Al1 the current catchwords of capitalist production invoke this same 
strategy: the revolutionary diffusion of informacion technologies arnong a 
new collective subjectivity. This is the new terrain of struggle . . . I t 9  

Negri and Guattari offered a number of "diagrammatic propositionsn about the 

issues around which the new rhizomes might cohere. These include stniggles on the 

welfare front. for the establishment of a guaranteed equalitarian income, and against 

poverty in a l  ifs fonns; shortening and reorganizing the tirne of the work &y; "a permanent 

struggle against the repressive functions of the State"; carnpaigns against war, particularly 

anti-nuclear movements; and the construction of North-South alliances amongst 

rnovement~."~ These. they Say. would ail be steps toward the rediscovery of communism 

not as "a blind, reductionist collecuvisrn dependent on repression" but as a "process of 
shgularization." 12'  

Real comrnunism consists in creating the conditions for human renewal: 
activities in which people can develop themselves as they produce, 
organizations in which the individual is valuable rather than fun~tional. '~~ 

The struggle for comrnunism could regain the universality Marx attributed to it if "Truth 

'with a universal meaning' is constituted by the discovery of the friend in its singularity. of 

the other in its irreducible heterogeneity . . 
This postmodem Marxism c m  usefuliy be contrasted with the very influentid 

"pst-Marxismn advocated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal1 Mouffe in their 
5- ,also published in 1985."~ In pst-Marxism, the importance Marxists 

traditionally attribue to struggle against capital is dismissed as cnidely economistic. 

Instead, the social is seen as an open, fluid, "unsutured" field, constituted by a plurality of 

power relations and struggles--over class, gender, race, homophobia, the environment- 

none of which can be said to have any priority over, or hûinsic connection with each 
other, although they may be contingently linked together. Socialism is redehed in such a 
way as to diminish the importance of reorganizing the relations of pruduction. which 

simply becomes one part of a programme of "radical democracy" that seeks to promote 

equalitarian relations across the whole social spectnim. From this point of view, 

eiiminating capitalism no longer claims any centraiity amongst emancipatory projects. 

Laclau and Mouffe believe that in moving the focus of social andysis outside the 

factory to embrace this wider field of conflicts they have decisively gone beyond Marxism 

And indeed, in acknowledging the importance of stniggles around issues of gender, race, 

and a multitude of other oppressions they have transcendeci the 'workerist' logic of the 



Second internationai, theù constant, if perhaps slightly outdated, target. in this respect 

their project does constitute an important break with sclerotic Mantisms. 
However, to make this move they adopt an extnordinarily abstract and ahistorical 

vision of the contemporary world. The density and intransigence of historical 

determinations are eclipsed. and there appears instead a concept of the social domain as 
"discourse." constantiy available for deletion and recombination in ever-alterable 

"articulations," as fluid and malleable as words on a page. It is this ahistoricai abstraction 

which rnakes it so easy for Laclau and Mouffe to sidestep the Marxist insistence on the 

dominative centraiity of capital. Once one returns from the abstraction of discourse in 
general to the concrete specificities of the late twentieth century, the degree to which the 

logic of capital is in fact busily "suturing" society --sewing up the planet in the net of the 

world market--becornes much more striking. To a greater extent than ever before, conml 
over planetary resources. including the vitd communicational and informational resource of 

"discourse" itseIf, are concenuated in the han& of a corporate order which now possesses 

truly global capacities of command and coordination, and whose organization ïncreasingly 

subsumes and mediates other social hierarchies formed on the bais of gender and 

ethnicity. To skip over this point is to return--under the guise of postmodem sophistication- 

-to a liberal, pluralistic view of an 'open' society based on a multitude of freely competing 

interest groups. it is to evade, rather than surpass, the crucid point of Marx's analysis of 

"real subsurnption"-the tendency of capital to impose its logic not just over the workplace, 

but over al1 areas of life. 

This is the line of analysis that Negri and Guattari develop. In their analysis, 

capitalist totaiization is a force which invades, permeates and refracts every dornain of 

social activity, and every other social antagonism. The market asserts its priorities over 

issues of gender equity or ecologicd preservation to a degree that it becornes impossible for 

ferninist or green movements to succeed without coming into conflict with it. And it is the 

necessity of this challenge h t  provides the potential connecting point between the varieci 

movements seeking to pursue other societai logics. From this point of view, there is no 

evading the issue of control over production-defined in its broadest social aspect: 

Instead of new political alliances, we could Say just as well: new productive 
cooperation. One aiways returns to the sarne point, that of production - 
production of useful goods, production of communication and of social 
solidarity, production of aesthetic universes, production of freedom . . . 12s 

Although Laclau and Mouffe's ideas have commanded an enormous academic 

interest, post Marxism seems, a decade after its fmt enunication, strangely dated. This is 
surely because analysis that has almost nothing to Say about the international division of 

labour, new technologies of communication and exploitation, and changing conditions of 



labour misses sorne of the most dynamic aspects of contemporary social transformation. lZ6 

in a massive failure of theoreticai nerve. post-Marxkm has shut its eyes to the approaching 
'big story' of the early 21st century-the consolidation of the worid market. Moreover. in 

practice, "radical democratic" politics have proven peculiarly lackiustre- It has been 

associated with a rejection of some of the most important actuaiiy-occurring forrns of 

militant struggle (such as the British miners strikes and anti-poll tax riors); with a fixation 

with eIectorai politics and refomist constitutional schemes: and with a recycling of that 

most exhausted shibboleth of sociai democracy-the mixed economy-at the very t h e  when 

international capital has decisively signailed its Iack of interest in such a ~ettlernent."~ 

Negri and Guattari's collaborative work Iacks the enomous theoretical 

sophistication with which Laclau and Mouffe invest their proposals, and its sense of 

urgency sometirnes transtates into a purpie, ovehlown rhetoric, and certain traces of 
slapdash assembly . But in the decade since they wrote. their anaiysis of " integrated global 

capitalism" grows in pertinence. Theu discussion of new, technologicaily-facilitateci 
"machines of struggle" resonates with the actual paths k i n g  taken a variety of coalitions 

and networks world-wide. And while their sketch of a revitalized communism is only 

rudimentary, it does at least begin to raise the pressing questions about the reorganization 

of work, income and the allocation of social time that the general collapse of both state 

socialism and social democratic compromises necessitates. For these reasons, their 

postmodern/Marxism seems today a far more germane projet than the eminently 

fashionable "post-Marxisrn." 

Conclusion 

As Harry Cleaver h a  observed. autonomist Manrism has "evolved in such a way 

as to answer the post-modern demand for the recognition of difference and the Manrist 

insistence on the totaiizing character of Its project c m  be defined as a 

paradoxical 'detotalizing totalkation' that seeks to analyze the overarching social command 

of capital the better to dissolve it it into a more muitiplicitous and varied order. As Cleaver 
observes 

. . . in spite of justifiable pst-modern objections to master narratives, 
simple self-defense requires that for any social theory to be usehl in the 
stmggle for Iikration, it must recognize and comprehend not only different 
fonns of domination but the world-wide and totalizing character of the 
capitalist form . . . what is required is an ability to grasp simultaneously: the 
nature of the totality/globality that capital has sought to impose, the diversity 
of self-activity which has resisted that totality and the evolution of each in 
terms of the ~ther."~ 



Capital. in order to maintain its totalizing system, suives to prevent its variegated 

opponents from combining forces: dividing , splitting , and fracturing in order to maintain 
the systemic integrity of its world system. For the diverse anti-capitalist movements, the 
problem is that in order to break out of capital's toralization they have to Iink rheir diversity. 

to ally across difference to circulate stniggles. 

We have suggested how , within this framework. we can recontextualize some of 

the important postmodern insights into contemporary conditions of communication. in 

incroducing high technologies, a central aim of capital has k e n  to reinforce its own circuits 
while paralyzing those of opposition movements through an increasingly intense regime of 

informational control. This decompositional. disintegrative, irnmobilizing tendency is 
recognized in the Baudrillardian school of postmodernism--which. however. completely 

fails to recognize the countervailing tendencies of oppositional groups. These groups have 

to some extent been able to reappropnate these sarne technologies capital has deployed, and 

make them channels for new solidarities and alliances. This is the tendency partially 
recognized by Haraway and other 'optimistic' postmodemists. In the work of Negri, 

Guattarî and Deleuze these two tendencies appear pitted against each other, as the collision 

of different "machines of stmggle1'--a conflict that might be characterized as 'cyborgs 

versus the simulacrum.' 

However, while Negri. Deleuze and Guattari envisage these stmggles moving 

toward the constitution of a non capitalist society, they offer only Iimited hints as to what 

this alternative might be. They clearly see it not as a state-socialist imposition of centralized 

unifonnity, but as an explosion of difterence-a dissolution of the global command of profit 

which opens the way to alternatives that, like a volcanic "magma," spreads out in a 

"network of strearns of enjoyments, of propositions, of  invention^."'^^ However it has to 

be said that these theorists have very little concrete to Say about how such a seif-organized 
society rnight operate-how the buses would anive on time, the bread be on the shelf, or 

the AIDS vaccine be researched. 

There are some g d  reasons for this reticence. Blueprints for a 'post-revolutionary 

society' have had authontarian implications. The stipulation of a pre-conceived set of idcal 

relations has resulted in 'transitional programmes' that repress anything deviating h m  
their model. Postmodern/Manllsts emphasize that any project truiy believing in the self- 
determinkg capacities of people should avoid theoretical foreclosure of the paths this 

energy might take. Furthemore, if the airn of revolutionary activity is to break the 

'totalizing' logic of capital and shatter its homogenizing and systematizing tendencies, as 
Negri and Guattari suggest, any stipulation of a singular form of post-revolutionary society 



can be seen as self-conuadictory; nther. the aim should be to mate a space where a 

diversity of social, culniral and economic ways of k ing  cm c~exist.'~~ 
These are important points that nevertheless leave difficult problems 

uncesolved.While a pst-capitalist society definitely should encourage diversity of social 
organization, and be open to evolving and unforeseen directions. this dœs not elllninate the 

need to think carehilly about what arrangements, on a planet effectively unified by trade, 

transport and communication, might enable such a coexistence, or of  considering which 
within a plethora of possibly emergent non-capitdist ways of Me are desirable and wonh 

fighting for. So it is to these points that wc tum in our next chapter. 
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Cbapter 8 

ALTERNATIVES 

Introduction: The Great Leviarhmr versus Utopia 

Definhg the features of a society alternative to capitalism has always been a vexed 
issue for Marxism. Although Marx's eariy writings contain some of the most lyrical 
evocations of a pst-capitalist order ever p e ~ e d ,  he and Engels were highly critical of 
"utopian socia1isms"-many of hem technocratie ancestors of to&yts information society 
theory-that drew-up elaborate picnires of ideal societies without reco~rniang the need for 
struggle and conflict to attain hem.' Rejecting these "Comtist cwkbooks about the future." 
they held that communism is "not a state of affairs which is to be established, an ideal to 
which reaiity [will] have to adjust itself" but rather "the reai movement which abolishes the 
present state of things."' 

Today , however, invocation of the "real movement " is not immediately 
encouraging. The catastrophe of state socialism has left millions convinced that, however 
appalling the trajectory of capitaiism may be, there is simply no daliemative. Social 
dernocracy is evidently unable to sustain even its reformist project in the face of capital's 
new-found global mobility. A vast psychic block of despair and cynicism coasolidates the 
dominance of the world market . This resignation is then reinforceci by information 
capital's managers-those whom Pierre Bourdieu, in a statement supporting striking 
workers and students, recentiy called the "kings of technocracy." For in the discourse of 
these contemporary autocratS. any atîempt to think beyond the 'realities' of global 
cornpetition and automating technology is instantly dismissed as taotamount to deliriumf 

As Massirno De Angelis observes, such "technicism" serves as the "ultimate 
legithation" for capitalism. making its economic order into 

. . . a great Leviathan, the unchangeable and unquestionable constraint 
facing aii political and cultural subjectivity, a constraint that subsumes 
everything .' 

in the face of this conceptuai closure, De Angelis says, we need to "recover a utopian 
discourse, in thought as well as in antagonistic and constitutive practice."* He observes 
that: 

Through an interesting play on words, the word utopia is defined in English 
as *no*where - no place. But this could also be read as *now*here - here 
and now P 



De Angelis distinguishes between "reaüzablen futures, that "presuppose a preconceived 
plan which must be realized (by subordinating to the plan al1 the people who dont like it)," 
and "actualizable" futures, where "whatever is actualizabIe is already e x i s ~ g  in a viaal 
way, where virtlaality is a dimension of reality."7 He urges utopian invention, "not as & 
dtemative model, not as a party program or a plan in search of subjects to subordhate" but 
as "an open and inchsive horizon of thought, antagonistic practice and communication" 
that can "show different possible horizons and contrast them to the poverty of the 
mainstream one."' 

It is in this spirit that we offer our sketch of an alternative fiinire- We propose a 
series of measures-the institution of a guaranteed annuai income, the creation of universal 
communications networks, the use of these networks in decentralized, participatory 
counter-planning, and the democratic conml of decisions about technoscientific 
development. These elements would. in their fuU implementation and synergistic 
interaction, go a long way towards constituting a viable alternative to capitalism. Moreover, 
each of the separate elements proposed here, and each of the various gradients and steps in 

their realization, c m  be seen as delineating fronts of struggIe, invading beachheads that c m  

be established on the shorehe of capital and advanced, up to the point where their 
combineci effect ovemhelms the Iogic of the entire system. At the end of the chapter, we 
briefl y reflect on some conditions under which this rnight occur. 

The ideas we propose have not faiIen h m  the sky, but spring up from the ground 
of contempocary movements. They extrapolate h m  what is really being done, now, in 
what autonomists would term the "self-valorizing" practices of a muItitude of activists! 
The example of these struggles provides our most important sources of inspiration. But we 
have also been influenceci by a variety of speculative proposais. Indeed, one of the 
subsidiary points we want to rnake is that what might be considered an 'ultra-Ieft' future 

can be constituted by the interweaviag of elements and possibilities that are now in fact 
commanding wide attention, on a quite non-sectiuian basis.1° 

This thought-expriment has some important limitations. It focuses only on those 
issues that relate to oi?r mijor theme-the social uses of the new information technologies. 
Our basic orientation cornes from Marx's observation in -, that while machinery 
may be the "most appropriate form" of capital, capital is not necessarîiy the most 
appropriate social form for machines.' ' To illusirate this point. we assume a society in 
which high-technologies are fairly readily available. Since cuirentiy these conditions obtain 
most strongly in a handful of advanced capitaIist economies, our sketch is Eurncentric. 
There is a missing dimension, whose importance we acknowledge but do not address, one 
that invo1ves issues such as the release of the South from an exterminatory debt burden, the 



reversal of the flows of value from South to North, the payment by the North for the 
preservation of the ecological resource vital to planetary sunrival. and the suppofl of spaces 
for what is sometirnes termed "autonomous development" freed h m  the economic and 

culturai constraints of necxol~niaiism.'~ 
What we propose figures in our mind as 'cornmunism-a continuation of the red 

thread which Mant and so many othen have spun across centuries. But we know that this 
term has becorne so heavy, so sodden with blood and weighted with nightrnarish history, 
and carries with it such a burden of explanation, repudiation and qualification, rhat many 
regard it as unspeakable, at least for this generation and probably several more." What 
word might be used instead? We have no desire whatsoever to t a k  of 'socialiism,' a 

concept profoundly tainted-in its authoritarian forms, by temr; and in its social democratic 
variants, by failed compro~nise.'~ We might follow the lead of Cornelius Castiofadis, who 
now speaks of an "autonornous societyW-but this phrase also is frcighttd with its author's 
changing ailegiances, and too hetorically pondemus to be attractive." 

Therefore, afkr much reflection, we have decided to occasionally use another word: 

'comrnonwealth.' Some of the connotations of this term, too, are not particularly 
appealing, but others are very appropriate. It designates quite exactly what we have in 

mind-a 'cornmon-wealth' of collectively shared resomes. It derives h m  a root around 
which clusters other concepts important to us --like 'communism,' kommunication,' 
'commons~'community.' 'Cornmon-wealth' also reminds us of the energy of 17th cenhiry 
revolutionary republicanism; if what we propose seems lüce a technoscientific version of 
the pmject of the Diggers and Ranters who, in combat with monarchicai authority and 

bourgeoisie power, were willllig to see the "world turned upside down," that is as we 

would have it.16 

Zerowork: Guarunteed Incorne 

Marx wrote that: 

. . . the reaim of freedom actually begins only where labour which is 
detennined by necessity and muudane considezatiom ceases: thus in the 
vety nature of things it Lies kyond the sphre of actual material production . 
. . Beyond it begins that development of human energy which is an end in 
itself, the tnic rcalm of fkedom, which, however, cm blossom forth only 
with ibis reaim of necessity as its basis. The shortening of the wodang &y 
is its basic prerequisite." 

This is the prospect that the' idormation revolution' seems to bring in sight. Capital's drive 
to automation reaches a level such that, in more and more branches of industry. 11-q 
labour tirne approaches zero. The= emerges the potential for what Pm10 V i o  terms; 



The reduction of obiigatory labour tirne to a virtuaüy negiigible part of Me. 
the possbility of conceiving employment as one of the moments of 
existence and not as forced labour nor as the source of a permanent 
identity .Is 

However. because capital continues to impose the Linkage of income to work (for aii except 

the owners of the means of production) a diametricaüy opposite situation is pduced. 

Technologicd ultra-sophistication results, via the renewai of the reserve army of the 

unemptoyed, in immiseration, insecurity, the revivai of archaic forms of sweated labour 

and the intensification of exploitation. Thus, "the time of non-work, which is a potential 

richness, presents itself within the established system as a lack, as po~erty."'~ 

So serious is the consequent crisis of social disintegration that within the last few 

years several social theorists from a very wide variety of perspectives-Stanley Aronowitz 

and William De Fazio in Jobless F w ,  Jeremy Rifkin in The of W&, Barrie 

Sherman and Phi1 Judkins in b d  to Work-have acknowledged that we rnay be in 

view of the point foreseen by Marx, where the replacement of living labour by machines 

faMy undermines the wage relation.20 

Faced with this convulsion, the usual recponse of the socialist left has been to c d  

for the creation of 'more jobs,' engineered by a renewal of Keynesianism or an adjusment 

of interest rates. Not only does this response run in the face of the actual capacities of 

technologicd innovation, but it forgets that, in origin, socialism was not a project for the 

extension or reaewal of wage labour, but for the ending of what was understood as an 
exploitative and dominative institution: 'wage slavery' The reduction of this aspiration to a 
cal1 for 'full employmentl-a d l ,  moreover, made more implausible by every advance in 

cornputer science-dramaticaily reveals the attachrnent of social democratic and aades union 

leaders to the basic structures of capicalist society, at the very moment when these waiis are 

king breached. Putting the wage-form on an elaborate Me-support system is a strategy of 

"making some people toi1 unnecessarily so that they can be paid without others complaining 

that they are hanging around with notbing to do."'' 

The alternative is to delink income from jobs. The case for this step is quite simple: 

capitalism bas created a productive capacity so great that there is no necessity for anyone to 

suffer want because they cannot sel1 their labour time. Moreover, this productive capacity 

aises h m  an econornic systern so socialized--so much the pmduct of 'combined effort' 

occurring not just in wotkplaces but households, schools and general social intercourse- 

that the d m t i o n  of incorne only to those who exert themselves at the immediate point of 

production is neither just nor even efficient. The social risks of people 'ûeeloading' on a 
system of generaikd income are now infinitely less than the problems created by 

consigning increasing masses to an income-les, because work-less, futurez2 



As Steve Wright notes. the institution of a universal guaranteed income "has long 

held an honored place within . . . autonomist ciiscour~e."~ in the 1960s and 70s, theorists 

such as Negri were alteady suggesting that the automation and socialization of production 

had rendered 'labour theories of value' anachronistic-a fact which they understood as 
marking a crisis, not for Marxism, which has always seen wage labour as an historically 

transitory form of social organization, but for capital. which depends on upholduig the 

necessity and rationality of the wage relation. Groups in the midst of militant shop flwr 

smggle argued that both rising technologicai productivity and the increasingly evident 

social nature of production should be recognized by the creation of a social wage, equal for 

dl, tied to needs rather than performance, and available to those outside the traditional 

realms of paid work, such as houseworks and students. This is sometirnes known as the 

" zerowork" position." 

Such ideas were subsequently elaborated. popularued and watered-down by Andre 
Gon, whose provocative writings are inforrned by a considerable familiarity with 

autonomist thoughtSz One of the few left optimists about computerization, Gorz in the rnid 

1980s suggested that the reductions in labour-the made possible by micf~electronics were 

opening "paths to paradi~e."'~ The realization of these prospects was, however, impeded 

by a "living deadn or "impossible" capitalism chat p r e ~ e ~ e d  the wage and the market 

beyond the moment of their historicai validity, retaining them merely as techniques of 

domination." Rejecting the traditional left focus on 'dignity in work,' a goal which he 

believed the rationalized and deskilled nature of technologid production made 

unattainable, Gorz argued that the cutting edge of social activism rather lay in the demand 

for freedom from work. 

To this end, he proposed a programme for a social income, distributeci through life. 

based on the requirement to perform a (low) minimum amount of socially necessary labour. 

twenty thousand hours in a lifetime, or about ten years full-the, twenty years part-tirne, or 

forty-years of intermittent work)?' If this was implemented, Gorz suggested, work would 

no longer be a full time occupation or the centre of social existence. Life wouId become 

multi-centred with a wide variety of rhythm and styles of activity coexisting, creating rich 

opportunities for citizens to exercise their creative powers nautonomously," h e d  h m  the 

" heteronomousn constraints of work; "let us work less," he said, "so that we al1 may work 

and do more things by ourselves in our free t i ~ n e . " ~ ~  

Gon's work has had an arnbiguous legacy. By developing the autonornists' rather 

sketchy hints about a universal income, he pushed the fiontiers of left imagination beyond 

the boundaries of 'a fair &y's wage for a fair &y's work! But he also partiaily discredited 
the idea of liberation of work by associating it with a sort of apolitical voluntarism. 



Whereas autonomists had always emphasized that freedom h m  work was something that 

had to be fought for against capital's tendency to reimpose the commodification of human 

activîty. Gorz often seems to suggest that a general reduction of labour tune could be 

realized simply by bpping-out h m  the wage economy. in his most notorious statement 

he suggested that we must Say "fareweU to the proletariat," as post-industrial socialisrn is 

quietly invented in do-it-yourself, back-yard experirnents of the new "non-class of non - 
workers Because of this his work has b e n  widely criticized h m  the left as simply a 
recipe for what Wright cails "self-managed p~verty."~' 

An insistence on the conrestatory nature of the guaranteed income project is criticai 

because versions of the idea have in fact ako been proposed h m  the right. indeed, its 

advocates include such k - m a r k e t  champions as Milton F r i e d d 2  During the Nion  

administration, a LegisIative proposal in the US Senate for a form of Guaranteed Annuai 

Income (GAI) was oniy narrowly defeated: in Canada in the 1980s a version of the idea 

was proposed by the Liberal MacDonald Commis~ion?~ As De Angelis points out, these 

plans "to s e p t e  access to income fiom the labour market" are in fact designed only "to 
rnake the latter function effectively."'* in such proposais. GAI is set low (weU below the 

'poverty line) and deiivered in k m  of negative incorne tax; the minimum wage is also 
low ; and other social wage program (unemployment insurance, weLfare, family aiiowance) 

are abolished. The aim is to use the GAI ta rationaiii state expense., to elirninate their 
universdit-, and to aliow capital to pay inadequate wages, with the effect "not of 

eradicating poverty and unemployment, but of making them socïaiiy ac~eptable."~~ In the 
Light of this "big business version" of a guaranteed annuai income, some anti-poverty 

activists are now intensely sceptical of the entire concept, believing it has been fatally 

~oopted?~ 
However, at the same t h e ,  the intensüymg crisis of unemployment and social 

disintegration precipitated by computerization and globalization has made others on the left 

increasingly interested in the concept. A new generation of autonomists have taken up the 

the task of going, as Wright puts it, "beyond Gon," developing schemes for a guaranteed 
income that "do not just coexist with capital, but can be used as a means to challenge it."" 

Their line of thougbt Uitersects with work on the same topic h m  a very wide variety of left 

and liberal orientations. We think of the sustained theoretical arguments for a universal 
income offered by Philippe Van Patijs in the Netheriands, of the campaigns waged by the 

'Basic Income' group in the United Kingdom, and of proposais h m  political economists 

such as Diane Elson in England, Adam Rzeworski in France and Eric Shragge in 
canadata 



Drawing on these sources. we can suggest some of the features of a guaranteed 

income scheme as it might figure in our commonwealth. Its level should be set 'highf-very 
well above the official poverty-he. To the degree that such an incorne coexists with wage 
labour, as it rnight in the early stages of its introduction. it should be adequate to ~RX 

people h m  the necessity of selling their labour power, even if the possibility of 

supplementation by this means continues. Its level should wpand as and if the producûvity 
of society grows, and accompany a generalized and egalitarian reduction in waged work 

tirne. to a point where guazanteed income eventually supersedes the wage as the main 

source of livelihood. Although receipt of such an income might initially be tied to some 
obligation to perfonn socially useful labour, this would not be cowtrued in tenns of 

participation in traditional paid productive employment (makuig it a 'workfare') but of 
hilfilling responsibilities such as care for children, the sick and elderly . And it should be 
seen as an integrai part of an expanding package of freely distributed services and use 

values, h m  housing and schooling to health, associated with the development of 
cooperative and collective f o m  of administration, discussed later in this chapter, that 

would encourage forms of social solidarity going beyond the cash nexus. 

Such an innovation would have multiple ramifications; we will comment on oaly 
three. Fit, the guaranteed incorne concept, while pady flowing h m  the technological 

crisis of paid jobs, also converges with feminist &man& for the econornic recognition of 

domestic labour. In the 1970s, Mariarosa Dalla Costa and SeLma James intepted Marx's 
observations on the socialization of labour with the the direct experience of millions of 

women, and pointed out the vast arnount of monetarily unacknowledged, invisible but 

economically essential household labour done for h. Their proposal-irnrnensely 

controvenial within the women's movement-was " wages for houseworl~."~~ Although this 

has been criticized as an attempt to comrnodify domestic work. it is in fact clear that Dalia 

Costa and James intended "wages for houseworkn as a strategy to explode the wage form 
completely, undennining the attachent of hcome to a (male) job. Today, the &ive to 
compensate domestic work is attracting widespread attention tbrough the work of feminist 
econornists such as Mariiyn ~ a r i n g *  A guaranteed mual incorne of the sort we desgibe- 

-perhaps tied to a requllement for men and women alüre to participate in activities such as 
raising children, c a ~ g  for the sick and elderly-would effectively annihiIate the hierarchicai 
division of waged and non-waged labour which has so closely entwined capitalism and 
patnarchy . 

Second, although the "zeroworkn perspective focuses on reducing the overail 

amount of socially necessary labour, it should not be understood as pncluding efforts to 
make what remains more enjoyable. Even in a society with a high level of technoscientific 



deveiopment, there will be tasks which, because of their inherent complexity, or their 

intrinsicaiiy satisfjing nature, cannot or shouid not be automated. Although our 
commonwealth will abolish 'work' as we know it-'work' as synonymous with 'job,' 

'boss' and 'wagel-there will still be labour to be performed. Contrary to Gorz's gIwmier 
statements, we do not believe that even highiy-technologized tasks have to be alienating. 

There is now a vast Literature on the enrichment and the qualitative impmvement of such 

labour. To give only a couple of examples, Mike Cooley, from a trades unionist 

perspective, has written on ways in whkh computer systems c m  be designecl to ce-skill, 

rather than de-ski11 workers, while more recentiy, Shoshona Zuboff, h m  a more 

managerial position, has discussed the ways in which high -technologies can be used to 

'infornate' workplaces rather than 'automate1 them, expanding workers knowledge and 

control over operations rather than reducing and elùnuiating it." Fmm our point of view, 

the only (albeit very serious) problem with such analysis is that it usually repfesses the 

degree to which such 'humanizing' innovations contradict capitalist imperatives of labour 
control and cost-reduction. Outside of this context-in a situation where, in ways we &tail 

later, trade-offs between productivity and gratification could become a matter of social 

choice rather than profit-driven imperative, and where a guaranteed income frees people 

from the necessity of enduring degrading, rnonotonous jobs-there is every prospect for a 

creative rernaking of labour. Thus, as Van Parijs suggests, the abolition of work should be 

seen as  unfolding "dong two converging routes: by giving work an ever-smaller place in 

Life and by making it less and less like ~ o r k . " ~ ~  

Third, k i n g  people h m  îhe compulsion to perform wage labour creates 
oppornuiities for more profound and creative involvement in other aspects of social life. 
One common and important objection to scheum for pst-capitalist, self-orgaaized 

societies is that they assume onerously high levels of 'political' participation: Oscar Wilde's 

quip that "socialism is a good idea, but it requires too many evenings" springs to mind," If 

one assumes a world like the present one, where most people are exhausted after eight, ten 

or twelve-hour days of waged labour-phs the longer hours of unwaged domestic duties 

and 'double shifîs' which are the indispensable acwmpaniments of the current job system- 

this is a teiling point. However, not the least importaut aspect of a society witb a guaranteed 

annuai income and a drasticdy shortened and flexibiizeâ work schedule is that it leaves 
people with time and energy, some (though by no means A) of which can be devoted to 

collective discussion and decisioas about production, education, health care, enviromnt  - 
-and in ways that might even be rewarding and enjoyable. In other words, zerowork 
creates the communicative preconditious for otbtr aspects of commonwealth. This 
potentiality can be enhanced by ensuring accessibility to tbe extraordinary communication 



systems which are, dong with automation, the other major technological creation of 
information revolution-a pmspect we tum to in our next section. 

Under capital's direction, the successive waves of electronic communication 
technologies--the radio, television, telecommunications and computer networks whose 
networks now girdle the planet-have served mainiy as the basis of va t ,  vertically and 

horizontally integrated commercial media empires. The consequences barely need rehearsal: 
an envelopment of society in corporate speech; market censorship of news and artistic 
expression; increasiag privatization and stratification of access to information; and a 

relentless interpellation of audiences in the naine, not of citizenship, but of consumerism. 
These tendencies are exacerbated by the erosion of publicly-owned media. Insofar 

as such institutions exist within advanced capital economies-and here conditions Vary h m  

the rudimentary services in the US to the more developed institutions of Canada and 

Europe-the idea of public ownership of media has Iargely centred around state-financed 

public broadcasting organizations. Always existing, like the other institutions of the welfare 

state, in an uneasy relationship to the market Society tbat surrounds hem, these 

organizations are now subjected to intensifying corporate encroachment. This process 

proceeds under the watchwords of dereplation, the reduction of governmental limits on 

free enterprise activity, and privatization, the conversion of state institutions into corporate 

property. It is associateci both with the use of new technologies to oudlank and fragment 
the 'universal' audiences of public broadcast systems, and, even more importantly, with 

the ideological cIairn that the potentiai of new communicative technologies can only be 
reaiized under the auspices of capital. The net resuIt is to deepen the communicative 

subsumption of society by capital.* 

And yet, at îhe same tirne, electronic media display quite con- tendencies which 

radically subvert the logic of îhe market. Because advanced communications netwotks can 

circulate information goods very fast and very widely, goods that are by their very nature 

dependent on extensive avaiiabihty of appropriate machines, skills and knowledge, 

imposing conunodity exchange in th area has proven extraordinariiy dinicult. A wave of 

everyday media 'piracy ,' including photocopying, home taping, bootlegged videos, unpaid 

reception of satellite signals, copying of computer software and hacking is infonnaüy 
decommdfjing information flows. In its more organized f o m ,  this reappropriative 

tendency takes the forrn of '  alternative' media networks, from microwatt radio to 

community cable to the d o n  of the Internet. As computerized automation, by reducing 



socially-necessary labour t h e ,  opens up possibilities either for intensifieci exploitation or 
for subversion of the the wage form, so electronic communication, by reducing the 
necessary circulation tirne for information goods, opens ont0 two diarnehidy opposed 
options: either. a radical intensification of cornrndification-through pay-per services and 

consumer surveillance-or a hndarnencal attenuation of the comrnodity form, through the 

normaluation of piracy and hacking and the generalized transgression of elecûonic property 
rights . 

Our commonwealth would build on and amplify this latter decomrnodifying 
tendency. Dorothy Kidd and others have referred to this process as the creation of a 
"communications commons"-a counter-project against capital's anempts to "enclosen the 

immateriai territories of ainvaves, bandwidths and cybenpaces in the same way it once. in 

the era of primitive accumulations, enclosed the collective lands of the rural cornmons? 
However, we envisage this process of nnewed public ownership advancing dong Lines 

rather different h m  those tried before-by a fusion or amaigam of the public-service mode1 
of state-financd communication utilities and the more decentralized and diffuse practices of 
autonomous mdia. 

Advocates of state-financeci public media often h d  it difficult to marshall support 
against pnvatization, in part because of the fresuent elitism, remoteness. over - 
professionaiization, and under-accountablity of the institutions they defend. On the other 
hand, while the networks of autonomous media-the alternative press, community radio. 
public access TV, microwatt broadcasting and grassroots cornputer networking-have been 

the site of fertiie experimentation in popular participation and public access, they have been 

stunted by the lack of resources which accompanies social and economic margiaalization. 
Recently, however, analysts h m  a variety of backgrounds have begun to retbink the 

democratization of communication in tams which blend elements of the public-seNice and 
alternative mode-proposing the public b c i n g  of a multiplicity of decenaaliz+d but 
collectively or cooperatively operated media outiets, l i c e d  on the basis of cornmitment to 
encouraging participatory involvement in all levels of their activity. 

Thus for example John Keane, writing h m  a liberal position, has argued that the 

unàennining of "both arcane state power and market power," 

requires tbe development of a dense network or "heterarchyN of 
communications media which are controlled neither by the state nor by 
cornmerciai markets? 

Noting that "the new technologies strengthen the tendency whezeby the element of nghts to 
dispose of propaty pnvately becornes obsolete in the communications field," Keane argues 
for policies which would encourage the tendency for communication "to be seen as f l o ~  



among publics rather thaa as an exchange among discrete commodities which can be 

owned and conirolled privately as thing~."~' This would involve a dernocratization of 
public broadcasting institutions, aimed at introducing greater accountability to and mater 
involvement of their various constituencies; d o n  of networks of leased-back 

broadcasting facilities made available for use by a wide variety of groups and coilectivities ; 

the support of cwperatively run publishers, commwùty radio and public access television; 

publicly funded faxes, videotex systems and electronic mail facilities; and networks of 

media training and research institutions . 
Somewhat similar suggestions have been made by Douglas Keiiner. Drawing on 

his experience working with Paper Tiger television and the Deep Dish dism%ution network, 

Kehe r  suggests that the technologicai capacity for the multiplication of sateilite and cable 

channels, often seen as a k a t  to public broadcashng, should be embraced as a o f f h g  

the potential for a more diversilied and decenûdked version of such a service. He has 
urged the creation of a publicly funded satellite system, which, dong with appropriate 

training and production facilities, wouid permit communities and movements h m  a wide 

variety of political and cultural orientations to broadcast their own programs." 
Popular support for decentralized and distriiuted public communications systems 

has been particularly strong in the field of computer networking. The development of the 

Internet arose, as we have seen, h m  a certain bizarre conjwiction between pubücly-funded 

institutions-the original miiitary-research ARPA Net-and the autonomous activity of a 

host of hackers, techno-hobbyists and computer dissidents. in North America, the attempt 

to defend this unique experiment h m  commercial recolonization by the 'information 

highway' has evoked a wealth of proposais for more hlly releasing the democratic and 

participatory potentiai of digital technologies. Many of these corne not fiom the usual 
centres of the left but rather h m  technoscientific workers most familiar with the radical 

potentialities of the new technologies. Couched in idioms that combine liberalism, 

libertarianism and undeniably communist impulses in an unmegorizable amalgam, the 

challenge of such initiatives to the pmogatives of coprate media empires is nevertheless 

unmistakable. 

Thus, for example, a critique of the 'information highway' put forward by 

Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility (CPSR) is p r e d i d  on "freedom to 

cornmunicate," which it defines as having two essential features: h t ,  fÎeedom h m  
censorship, and, second, "the opportunity to be heard in the first place."49 This later is 

explicitly defined in terms of overcorning the condition so pitbiiy de- by A J. Leibling 

where "the freedom of the press belongs to chose who own one," CPSR suggests b a t  the 

availability of increasingly cheap computer technology prcsents the possiiiiity of breaking 



the corporate monopolies of communication establishtd in print and bf~adcasting?~ 

Recognizing the importance of the Intemet in establishing a mode1 of open, participatory 
computer communication, CPSR also notes its disadvantagesdifficulties of navigation, 

technological complexities, and limitations of access. 

It then makes the following proposais for a public netwodr. There should be 

universality of access, defined not ody in terms of avadability of connections (with fuII 
service to homes, workplaces and community centres), but also of low pricing, and the 

provision of subsidized hardware, software, and training. A basic feature of the network 

should be to enable all users to act as both producers and consumers; "every user . .. must 

have the option to generate new information as weii as publish that information through the 

network." While CPSR concedes commercial interests a major role in the construction of 

the networks, it insists on preservation of "diversity of c~ntent."~' Common carrier status- 

preventing the conîrol of content by the owners of the channels-is crucial. A cenaal aspect 

of any information infiastructure must , CPSR says, be the development of a "vital civic 

sector," constituting "public spacesn for discussion, govermental interaction, distribution 

of free software, and "the spontaneous development of communities of ail kinds " arnongst 

"groups . . . of people who want to discuss issues concedg  their neighborhood, 

worksite, nation or planet."" 

Other local branches of CPSR have gone M e r .  The Berkeley chapter calls for a 

national computer network infr;istnicture to be publidy buiit and maintained; for the 

creation of a "public information treasury" specifically airned to "ensure that the widest 

possible kinds of social information are coîiected; and for the abolition of inteliectuai 
property l a ~ s . " ~ '  On this last point, it notes that the ostensible, and traclitional rationale for 

such property rights is to promote progress and creativity. However, current patent and 
copyright systems do not perform this fimction but rather lead to secrecy, duplication and 

iitigation. As the CPSR activists observe, other models exist for organizing and rewarding 
inteileztual work in ways that do not require proprietary title to the results-such as gram, 
peer or public recognition. They therefore call for a moratorium on computer software 

patents, accompanied by social funding of reseaticn and development, and the 

implementation of new systems, such as public competitions. to spur development of 

"socialiy needed technology ."" 
Even partial implementation of these ideas wodd represent a significant collective 

inroad on the capitalist information economy. But the significance of such a sociaiization of 

media goes weli beyond the immediate reappmpriation of resources h m  coprate 
conglomerates. Every cornmunicational node and link estabLished outside the control of 

capital diminishes its ability to naturalize cornmodification, to impose its 'class-Qing' grids 



of surveiiiance, to suppre~s news of sauggles. to censor, mystify and deceive. 

Conversely, each instance of such coun~-comrnunication increases the possibility to 

explore variegatcd images of decornmodifieci human identity, circuIatiag stntggies, and to 
discussing the reorganization of society outside the parameters of the market. Because 

today's culcuraI industries take as their productive material forces basic to the constitution 

of individual and collective subjectivity, their liberation h m  capitalist control in tum 

enhances every other escape attempt. 

Establishing a "communication commons" wouId both reinforce, and be reinforced 

by, the abolition of work proposeci in the previous section. Diminishing the role of wage 

labour in society involves not just econornic but cultural metamorphosis, with dimensions 

such as lifting the culturai opprobrium attached to the sheer enjoyment of free time; 

validating the skiil, difficulty and worth of undervalued or non-market activities-such as 
collective decision-making or domestic labour; and constructing forms of subjectivity other 

than those revolving around the image of the 'consumer! A diverse communication 

commons provides the rnatrix for such cultural experhentation, whik the free t h e  made 
available by the reduction of work creates the condition for the widespread involvement in 
cultural production necessary to give the new networks vivacity. Moreover, the 

establishment of such a commons creates unprecedented opportunities for cooperative 

organization-not least in the sphere of social govemance. This is the issue we take up in 

the next section. 

Zero Srare: Computenzed Counter-Planning and Electronic Anti-Markets 

To pose an alternative to advanced capital is, necessdy and centraiiy, to raise the 

issue of of "g~vernmentality."~~ We use tbis tenn of Michel Foucault's to designate the 

operations of public administration, without necessarily identifying such activities with the 

functions of the centraiid state. The distinction is important b u s e  the years of the high 
technology cevolution have also, and not coincidentaiiy, been a period during which both 
the necessity and viabüity of the nation state as a cenaal unit of social qanization has been 

serioudy challengeci. This challenge has. however, appearied simultaneously in two 

different and antagonistic forms: privatization and socialization. 

The pnvatipng tendency is of course repmented by the n e o i i i  program of 

marketkation and deregdation. Its essence is the reversion of the apparatus of government, 

which the era of the w e k e  state had (as a result of pressures fnnn labour and other social 
movements) attained a certain 'relative autonomy' h m  the irnmediate imperaûves of 

business, back into direct instniments of capital accumulation. In some respects ihis 



involves a diminution in state functions: the erosion of weifare expendihrres, reduction in 

social services, d e  of public indusmes. En others. it expands these functions-most 

notably in the intensification of the state's security, surveillance and coercive d e .  

Pnvatization abolishes the state otdy Uisofar as it presses the interdependence of capital and 

state to the point of identity , making the latter. in effect, the direct administrative and 

coercive ami of the Former. As Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari put it "Never before has a 

State lost so much of its power in order to enter with so much force into the service of the 

signs of econornic p o ~ e r . " ~ ~  

This fusion of capital and state relates to the issue of information technology in 

several ways. It is increasingly through the state, by means of government-industry 

consortia, university-business partnenhips, training and education schemes, military 

contracts, and business subsidies that capital mobilizes the range of cooperative social 
activities necessary to generate the technologka1 innovations on which it depends. 

Moreover, much of the drive to privatization is aimed at expropriatiug technoscientific 

systems first developed as public utilities and now sufficiencly advanceci to become 

profitable for private operation; hence the selling off of telephone-systems, reseacch 
institutes, library resources and so on. At the same time, high technologies aiiow corporate 

power to exercise both the carrot and the stick in c o m p e b g  privatization and deregulation. 

The stick is the threat of capital-flight into the global webs of investment and speculation. 

The carrot is the promise (to compliant regimes) of instrumentation for reducing costs- 

automating public service jobs, intensüjrbg surveillance of welfare 'ctieats', depIoying 

'robocop' security forces to mop up social disintegration, and so on. And this 

technologicaiiy-aided reduction in social expenditures is itseif one of several avenues to 

reduce the so-called 'tax burden' on corporations, thus k i n g  fun& for the gigantic 

investments required by new high technology systems. The emergent conditions of 

technoscientific production are thus profoundly comected-40th as  end and means-to the 

dynamic of privatization. 

C o h n t e d  by this onslaught, the usuai response of social dernomtic parties and 

trades unions has been a defensive cry for the maintenance of the weifare state. But cak 
for a r e m  to the era of Keynesian 'big govement '  saike us as inadequate as the demand 

that unemployment be solved by 'more jobs.' They forget the important critique of the 

weifare state mounted by workers, feminists and anti-poverty rnovements during the 1960s 

and 1970s. which addressed not oniy the quantitative bi t s  of social expenditures and 
programs but also the qualitative problems arising h m  their frequently demeaning and 
invasive administration?' Et is important to recognize that neoli'beral success in deregdation 

and privatization rests in part on mobilizing these real popular nsentments against remte, 



bureaucratie and hierarchical fonns of gov-ntality. Moreover, a purely defensive 

response to pnvahtion neglects the real possibilities for more nsponsive and participatory 

practice of govenimentality than those permittexi by the old 'Plamer Stace! 

We remernber that "the withering away of the state" was once viewed on the left as 

as an occasion for jubilation rather than disrnay. This perspective can be maintainai without 
lapsing in to any sort of anarchist romanticism~' The response to neoliberal privatization 

should not simply be a plea for cen in i  to the welfare state. but rather a pmject for 

destatification of a different kind-one which restores and increases socid expenditures, but 

devolves administrative power towards a multiplicity of coiiective, democratic pmjects and 

agenciess9 This project of "destatification downward" or "socializing without statifling." a 

long-standing element in the autonornist tradition, has recently been voiced from rnany 

other sections of the European leftPO Broadly speaking, such proposais aim to relay 

financial and administrative control over pubIicly-funded governmental services away h m  

the state apparatus towards a variety of other social locii-housing and medical 

cooperatives, social and culturai centres, research and innovation centres. The role of 

government is redefined as supporthg collective initiatives rather than substituting for 

them, diffusing rather than concentrating control, nurturing social transformation h m  the 

boaom up rather than engineering it from the top dowu. 

The potentiality for this diffusion arises h m  the proMeration of ecological, 
feminist, labour, educational, housing and public transport activism which has been such a 

marked feature of capitalist societies over the last twenty five years. Such activism 
constitutes an already-existing tissue of agencies and organizations, many operating at 

sophisticated levels of administrative, technoIogicai and communicative practice. This cm 

be seen as an arena of "counterplanningn- a terni which autononiists have used to 

designate the ability of socialized labour to run things acwrding to priorities different h m  
those of capital, either on shop flmr, or in the social factoty as a whole!' Destatification 

downward rats on reinforcing and ampIifving this nascent network of counterplannhg 
agencies and institutions, so that they play an increasing role in the conception and 
administration of governmental regdation and spending in the workplace, welfare, 
education, health, and environment. Where ptivathîion dissolves îhe state into capital with 
the aim of better subordinating society to corporate wiil, "socializing without statifying" 

reabsorbs the functions of the state within myriad non-commerciai coiiectivities with the 

aim of surrounding and encroaching on capitai h m  a variety of directions. 

The products of the information revolution can be put to serve this aIternative at 

least as effectively as they are now king rnarshalled in the &ce of privatization. Within 
the context of "communication commons" of the sort outlined in the previous section, 



cornputerkation and telecommuaication could provide the channels for access to data and 

analysis, cooperative assistance. and easy-to-use accounting and administrative systems 

necessary for complex and decentralized systerns of social self-organization- hdeed, we 
are now witnessing, in embryonic form. the emergence of such capacities. 

For example, in the US, agitation by green groups has resulted in the establishment 

of Right-to-Know Cornputer Network (RTK Net). This offers free, online access to the 

U.S. government's Toxics Release inventory (TRI), with information on indusmal 

releases of toxic chernicals from some 24,000 U.S. industrial facilities. Grassmts groups 

around the country have used TRI information to produce dozens of reports on pollution, 

gamering public attention and compelling industry cleanup efforts in a number of statesP2 

in Cana&, the Ottawa-based Rural Advancement Foundation international , which serves 

as a clearing-house and information source for movements of indigenous people and Fmt 

and Third world faxmers fighting biotechnological enclosures, uses electronic data-base 

searches to idente pending corporate patent claims. It disseminates its analysis via WorId 

Wide Webo3 Such initiatives, and many others--feminists coordinathg proposais for 

international conferences by email ; unions establishing in-house electronic &ta-bases on 

health and saCety prachce; community networkers making available public information on 

health or recreational activities on free-nets-are in various ways using the nehvorks to 

accurnuIate and distribute knowledge and coordinate activities on a scope and scale that was 

previously the prerogative of state and business organizations? Limited as these instances 
are, one can extrapolate from them to envisage the potential d e  of computers in providing 
the fibres for destatification h m  below. 

Indeed, here it is possible that information technologies may help resolve a major 

dilemma of the left-that of large-scale economic coordination. It is widely held today that 

on this issue there exist only two options-the free market, or the command state-and that 

the latter of these has been decisively discreditedPS Neither, in our view, offers a desirable 

prospect, the former because it drives inexorably toward the cornmodification of human 
life-time, the latter because of its tendencies-tragïdy demonstrateci in 'already existing 

socialism' -to official despotism. Reformist combinations of state and market, such as the 

'mixed economy' have revealed their extreme instabilityP6 In this situation, atkmpts to 

envisage an emancipatory social order seem stymied between two unacceptable choices- 

command by money or bureaucracy: non terîium datur. 
There is, however, a third way, periodicaiiy proposed by the anti-authoritarian lefk 

decendhed dernocratic planning, sometimes known as participatory economics. The 

classic riposte to this suggestion is that the volume and complexity of infoxxnation required 
to coordinate a modem economy could never be p r o c d  in tirne to allow any exercise of 



dernocracy or participation. However, the emergence of highly distributed, ver- fast 
information systems t h w s  this rebuttal into question. Some radical economists are now 

asking whether the exrreme sophistication of contemporary communications technologies 

does not make feasible highly decentralized forms of planning previously considered 

unwieldy , eliminating the need to chose between tbe "single brain" of the centralized state 

or the blind exchanges of the market!' 

Roposals dong these lines encompass varied, perhaps contradictory, possibilities. 

For example, the socialist-feminist Diane Elson envisages a crucial d e  for communication 

systems in her vision of a "socialized market."68 Elson's economy assumes a guaranteed 

incorne-dong the lines discussed eariier-and a situation where production is 

predorninantly in the han& not of corporations, but co-operatives, the self-employed, or 

publidy-owned but worker-managed companies. Centdized economic planning would be 

limited to the setting of a guiding strategy by means of fiscal and monetary poiicy, with the 

daily coordination of supply and demand left to the market. However, the market would be 

"socialized" by rendering it transparent. Enterprises wouid be obliged to divulge 

information about the design, production processes, price formation, wage conditions, and 

environmental consequences of the goods they make. This would be analyzed by publicly 

supported collectives-"consumers unionsn-who wouId propose n o m  governing various 

aspects of these practices. Information about actual production processes and proposeci 

n o m  would then be disseminateci via universal communication networks-something like 
the Intemet or the information highway-pubiicaily supported so that every individua1,or at 

Least every household, had easy access to telephones, photocopiers, fax machines, 

cornputers, and modems. 

In this way, Elson says, people could know what enterprises offered, not merely in 

temis of price but of social and environmental costs of what was consumeci. In a situation 

where it would k immediately apparent what go& had been produced in low-wage or 

environmentally dubious conditions, shopping would, she suggests, become a series of 

decisions about the coiiective, as well as individuai. cos& and benefits of goods selected. 

Collective control over information is thus interpreted in terms of demOCTatiZBtion rather 
than centralizatioriP9 Arguing that "open access to information is the key ta conscious 

control of the economy," Elson concludes by arguing for a scrategy that aims to "attack 
capital's prerogatives over information, and to begin to develop netwarks which prefigure 
those a socialist economy would need."" issues range through market regulation, 

restrictive practices, environmental issues, consumer protection, indusaial democracy , and 
national industrial strategies to open govemment shouId be woven into a coherent campaign 

around open access to information which has the potential for "appcaiing to a wide range of 



non-socialists as well as to socialists. while going to the hart of capital's ability to exploit 
labour ."" 

An even more cornprehensive mode1 of decentraiid planning is proposed by 
Michael Albert and Robin Hahnel.'2 They conceive a society in which production and 
consurnption are entirely organized by decisions of worked and consumers' cooperatives. 
Initial statements of needs. in the case of consumer councils, and capacities, Ïn the case of 

workers councils. are matched, and then adjusted one to another according to what emerges 
about the overall situation. This process proceeds by several rounds of discussion or 
"iterations." ascending and descending through various levels of neighborhood, regional, 

national, and international organization. Now. this is of course p~cisely the sort of scheme 

that might be suspected of taking so long nothhg would ever get produced or consumed. 

However. Albert and Hahnel argue strongly that the rapidity of ùiformation-processing, 
speed and scope of communication and relative ease-of-use of contemporary cornputer 
technology would make involvement in the process no more complex or time consuming 

than the daily processes we cake for granted in a a market economy 

We do not ratify or predict the reaiization of either of these models. which. as their 
authon would admit, are necessarily very abstract. and schematic. But the possibilities they 

raise of linking eiectmnic communications to non-statist planning models are important. 

They suggest ways in which ùiformation technologies, rather than king used as 
instruments of privatization. could help to create what we might, appropriating a phrase 
€rom Manuel De Landes. term "anti-markets"-rnechanisms for allocating fesources that go 
beyond comrnodity exchange? And they envisage this unfolding in a way that does not 

depend on massive, centraked state bureaucraties. The actualizable nature of such 
potentials becorne more visible if we consider the h d b I e  sophistication of the electronic 

networks now used to process the operations of giobai stock exchanges, or to integrate 
just-in-time production systems. or military Star Wars systems. Set against these present 
uses, the prospects that these same technologies might be used to facilitate highLy 
decenhalized forms of couective negotiation, decision-maling and management of 
resources does not seem far-flung." 

Zero Technology? The Rec011stitutïon of MachUres 

Writing of technology, M m  observeci that 

Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electrïc telegraphs, 
seIf-acting mules etc. These are products of human industry: naturai 
mataial transformed into organs of the human wil i  over nature, or of 
human participation in nature? 



How far their author recognized the significance of this apparently casual distinction must 

remah u~sure?~ What is certain is that today the issue of whether technology is be 
conceived as an organ of "will over" or "participation in" nature marks a momentous iine of 
struggle . 

For capitakm, the use of machines as organs of "will over nature" is an imperative 

The great ùisight of the Frankfua Schwl-an insight subsequentiy hproved and amplified 
by feminists and ecologists-was that capital's twin project of dominating both humanity 
and nature was intimately tied to the cultivation of "instrumentai reason," a rationaiity 

which systematicaüy objectifies, reduces, quantifies and fragments the world for the 
putposes of technological control." Business's systemic need to cheapen labour, to cut the 
costs of raw materials, and expand consumer markets gives it an inherent bias toward the 

piling-up of technological power. This priority-enshrined in phrases such as 'progress,' 

'efficiency,' 'productivity "modernization,' and 'growth'--assumes an automatism which 
is used to override any objection or alternative, regardless of the environmental and social 

consequences. Today, we wimess global vistas of toxification, deforestation, 
desefication, dying oceans, disappearing ozone layers and disintegrating immune 

systems, all interacting in ways which perhaps threaten the vexy existence of humanity and 

are undeniably ùiflicting social coilapse, disease and inuniseration across the planet. The 
degree to which this project of mastery has backW is ai l  too obvious. 

Confionthg this catastrophic scene, one understaadable response is an outright 
refusal of technoscience. This, for example, is the position of the eco-feminist Maria Mies. 

Writing primady in the context of a discussion of biotechnologies, but referring aiso to 

computerization, Mies argues that high-technology is so irnplacably starnped with a 

capitalist/patriarchal logic of domination that it can only be met by an act of absolute 

refusai. Marxism, because of its atîachment to technological development, is rejected. Any 

leftist who uses a computer is "~chizophrenic."~~ The project of oppositional politics is 
defined as the constniction of a Society based on "subsistence production" which largely 

repudiates machine production, and happily accepts voluntary ûuga~ity.'~ This type of 
perspective is now widespread in ecological, feminist and anarchist movements, 

Contrary to these celebrations of pre-industrial conditions, we believe a return to 

such relative impovcrishment sets the likely conditions for the reimposition of ail the most 

unpleasant f o m  of parochial and patriarchal tyranny. Notwithstanding the enormous 
problems of environmental degradation that have accompanied tbeir development, machines 
are a prequisite for creating the surpluses that support human freedom- Moreover, we 
agree with those thhkers who have pointeci out that the technologid changes that have 
aiready been wrought on the natural and social habitat are, tw a degree, imversible. Short 



of accepting the need for mass 'die offs' of surplus peoples (as some misanthropie sections 

of the ecology rnovement do) the sustahability of human society c m  no longer be 

predicated on reversion to a supposedly natural, pre-industrial condition. Rather, it will 

require continuous levels of intervention and management even in order to contain or undo 
the dangers already set in motion by damage to the planetary ecology?' 

This interpenetration of 'first 'and 'second' natures is not necessarify terrible. As 

capital has been cornpelleci by labour smiggles to develop technologies which could 

porentially end the need for wage work. so it has b e n  s p m d  by green activism to ma te  

machines that porentially diminish the depletion of the nasurai world. Cornputer and 

communications networks could ( if used in conjunction with elecûicity sources other than 
catastrophic megapmjects) be elements in a benign and careful planeîary rnetabolism which, 

rather than pillaging and deMing ecological systerns, repaired and protected them. hdeed, 
the experirnents of many ecological movements-for example, in the satellite mapping of 

endangered resources-demonstrate this capacity. However. just as capital makes of 

automation a means to increase people's availability for work, so it deforms resource- 

saving technologies into means to extend and intensif- the reduction of nature to raw 
materials. The undoing of this vicious paradox requires a govemance of technology k e  

from capital's compulsion to endlessly converting the world into comodities. 

Thus, rather than rejecting technological development tout court ic seems more 

useful CO reconsider whether there is some possibility of breaking with the capitalist project 

of technology as "wili over nature" and of developing Marx's hint that machines might 

instead be developed as organs of "participation in nature." This of course was the issue 

raised by Herbert Marcuse nearly i2Q years ago when he calleci for the possibility of an 

alternative technology based on active partnemhip with nature rather than Promethean 

conquest ?' His suggestion was stingingly attacked by Jurgen Habermas, who, in a highly 

influential article, accused Marcuse of a romanticism that confused the proper domains of 

"communicative" and "ùxstrumentaln reasonBZ The natural world was mute and never could 

become a a CO-participant and interlocutor in the development of technology, but must 

always remain an object of human control. 

In our view, however, Habermas's refutation is not defînitive. Marcuse does not 

have to be understd as proposing a conversation with dolpbias, owls and min-forests, 
but a dialogue among humans who perceive a more reflexive and participant relationship 

with such creatures than instrumental rationality acknowledges. For us, the development of 

machines as "organs of participation in naturen means recognizing that the human wieldets 

of technology are embedded-in and dependent-on the world they transform, and 



intervenhg with an awareness of the Iunits and uncertainties that flow h m  this recursive 
situations3 

Moreover, as Andrew Feenberg has argued. since the time Marcuse issued his c d .  
the project of developing a new science and technology has taken concrete social form. 
Social rnovernents in conflict with the technoscientific agenda of capitai -feminists, 

ecologists, community health, and worker movements-have, at both theoreticai and 
practical levels, challenged the characteristic methods, preoccupations, and institutional 

stnictures of corporate techn~science~~Such rnovements have attempted to develop modes 

of investigation and experimentation that do not zlign themselves with the assumptions of 
capitaiist progress. In a fietd of workplace, medicai and environmental settings they have 

challenged the rigid instnimental division between subjects and objects of knowledge, and 

investigated research practices ernphasiwig holism. interaction, cornplexity and self- 

reflexivity. They have questioned the privileging of certain forms of theoretical inquiry over 

others-for example, the adoption of physics rather than biology as mode1 of scientific 
inquiry-and disputed the automatic dismissal of alternative knowledge-systems, such of 

those of indigenous people. They have experimented both with using the machines capital 
designed in ways differently from what was intended, and in intentionally designing 

machines in ways different h m  capitalisms5 
Technoscientific innovation is a collective, social processJts processes are manifold 

rather than rnonoIithic. Scientifïc research and technological invention are not so much 

sornething that capital mates as appropriates-activities it must forcibly shape and twist to 

its purposes, by acts of exclusion, repression, and marginalization. Thus, although 

reductionism, fragmentation and "will over nature" are elements in technoscientific 

endeavor to which the path of capitalist developmeot have given precedence and emphasis. 

they are not the whole story. As Evelyn Fox Keller has argued h m  a feminist perspective, 
they are only part of a more complex and variegated bundle of impulses and approaches 

associated with scientific activity , which also uicludes very different tendencies toward 

holistic perspectives, reverence, curiosity etcs6 if these aspects have been devalued in 

capital's expropriation of social knowledge, they have never b e n  completely extinguished. 
and can be reviveci. 

Our commonwealth would cfeate space for these emergent counter-knowledges and 

alternative ways of doing. It wodd not reject technological development, but broaden its 
scope, opening and mathg institutions to allow the emergence of experiments, 
innovations and logics other than those which have hitherto been admïtted, and assessing 
them not according to the needs and priorities of capital, but by far more widely-detennined 



criteria. We agree with the many movements and theorists now arguing for 

a"dern0cratization of technology ," 

. . . a democracy deep enough to function even at the level at which the 
machines are shaped-hm the uses to which those machines are applied to 
their design and construction and use."" 

Drawing on the experience and-examples of the movements we mention above. thinken 
such as Andrew Feenberg . Richard Sclove, Michael Goldhaba and Hiiary Wainwright 

have done interesthg work in suggesting non-capitaiist criteria which might be applied in 

evaluating technologies for collective adoption-for example, the de- to which they 
support ecological sustainability, local economic self reliance, satisfying work experiences. 

flexible life scheduling, and equaiïtarian and diverse social relations?' 

They have also suggested the array of new institutions necessary CO make 

application of these criteria feasible. These include the creation of extensive opportunities 

for citizen involvement in technological research, development, design and straîegic 
planning withîn universities, laboratories, enterprises and government agencies; publicly 

funded organizations to assist various comrnunities of locality or interest ~ s e a r c h  and 

develop technologies shaped to k i r  needs; public programmes to overcorne traditional 
patterns of marginalization and exclusion in the institutions of science and technology; and 

a wide array of collective budies to monitor, test, evaluate and debate the consequences of 

specific h e s  of r~search and to cietennine the level of funding for their development, 

possible redirections, or termination. As Douglas Schuller points out. while these 
approaches could not and should not cunrrol technoscientific innovation. which indeed 
depends on the surprising and unpredictable, it could shape its trajectory-just as capitalist 

control today charnels it. but in very different directions P9 
The ody shortfdi of this approach is the apparent reluctance of many of its 

advocates to recognize that the adoption of such amngements, on any large scale, is 
incompatible with capitalism. For the li'beral-sounding slogan "demOcfatization of 

technology" is, if taken sexiously, tantamount to a c d  for the reappropriation of the meam 
of production, and will k resisted by established power accordingly. Such a 
"democratization" would, however, be consistent with our own suggestion for a 
commonwealth characterized by deceniraiid, networked coiiective planning and an 

abundance of k time. Moreover, the advance of such initiatives for the collective control 

of machine-development is itself a way of setting in motion vectors of stniggle moving 
towards the institution of such a commonwealth. 

Although ours is not a primitivist position that loch  to the abolition of machines, 
we do believe that our cornmonwealth impües a very ciSertnt relation between machines 



and people €rom that whkh exists undex capital-to a degree that perhaps subverts 

commonly accepted notions of 'technology.' Historically, niachutes have incarnated 
expropriation h m  the means of production, In their fwty of design, indusmal 

technologies embodied -o r  metailiseci-the alien will of their owner. so much so that 

sayings like a 'cog in the machine' summon up a world of dispossession and 

powerlessness. Indeed-as Marx often pointed out-in a certain sense this association with 

dominative power became definitive of what a machine is. 

We have already suggested that there are in play today, in social struggles and 

grassroots experimentations such as 'hacking,' certain tendencies to erode this situation. 

The institutions of commonwedth we envisage wouId airn to accelerate this dissolution. In 
particular, they would undo the 'autonomous' nature of a certain line of machîne advance 

(dynarnic in some respects. narrow and constrained in others) which in the name of 

'progress,' and 'efficiency' assumes the stanis of a natural Iaw. repressing question or 

deviation and thereby canceliing the autonorny of the humans it ostensiily serves-in which 

'technology' is predicated as an autonomous force. Thus, the seIection or refusal of 

particular paths of machine or non-machine development wouid be the outcome of 

collective reflection and discussion which would contradict the imperative tone that has 

become synonymous with 'technology.' 

This collective decision-mahg rnight well lead to the phasing out of certain 
machines which the capitalkt structurhg of everyday Life has made indispensable (such as 
the private automobile) or the rapid development of others (such as the universal provision 

of adequate cooking and dean drinking-water facilities on a global scale) to which it has 
paid little or no attention. in the absence of capital's compulsion to accumuiate, any nwnber 

of more, less or differentiy technologid futures, currentiy d e d  out of play as inefficient 

or non-economic, become available-not because of magical translation to some realm of 

infinite abundance,but b u s e  a seif-organized society is empowered to make the difficult 

decisions as to how to docate its resources. 

If our commonwealth itseif has a technological imperative, it is a paradoxical and 

self-reflexive one-namely, that tbere shall be enough machines to permit choice about 

whether to develop more machines. SuffiCient automation to free ample time fiam work, a 
cornmunicatiotl~ infrastnictue capable of acting as an organ of democratic debate and 

planning enable collective decision and reftection. The aim of the process is, we might Say. 

is to subordhate the instrumental aspects of techo1ogy to the coiiective, communicative 

determination of societal directions. 



We have pointed to various constituents for the creation of a sociai ocder different 

from capital. The elements for this dtemative are to hand, but not cornbined. They exist. 

here-and-now, but only here-and-there. just as at certain point in the pre-history of capital 

its various ingredients-wage labour, market exchange, new machinery-ail existed in 

scattered form but had not cohered-or k e n  violentiy welded-into a new order. 

Under what conditions, and through what pressures, the new ensemble might corne 

into king is uncertain. We do not believe such an emergence is kvitable. It is. however, 

obvious that capitalism is experiencing serious problems in managing the world- 

transforming technologies it has itself bought into king. The manifest inability of business 

to sustain employment in the face of blisteringly-fast automation; the consequent contrast 
between restricted consumption power and endlessly expancihg production; the tendencies 

of social spending cuts to erode the the very public infrastmctures on which technological 

development depends; the repeated failures to restrain the depredation of the ecological 

fabric of the planet, aii mean that the maintenance of the exisring order is a project no less 
'utopian.' in the negative sense of invithg incredulity, than the creation of an alternative. 

The actuaiization of such an alternative is a matter of contestation. What we have 

offered here is not so much a blueprint as a battlefield map. it does not i & n w  an agenda 

to be irnplemented 'after the revolution,' but a series of initiatives whose advancernent can 

be pursued and interrelated. At a certain point their implementation would contaminate and 

overload the circuitry of capitai with demands and requirements contradictory to the 

imperatives of profit, snapping the logic that binds people's various activities into a market- 

society, and so permitting the reassembly of these activities in a new configuration. 

This snapping could be violent- W e  the recent disintegration of Soviet state- 

sociaiism presents the historically unusual case of a social system so demoralized and 
undermined that it coliapsed without major exercise of force, a repetition of this pattern 

should not be assumed: "present policies are not accidental: capital will put up a figkWgo 

insurrectionary concepts of revolution-the storming of the Winter Palace-are today a dead 
letter, but the capacity of capital to release violence against any sexious challenge are 
undimrned. Social movements which ignore this act in bad faith. We can imagine a 

commonwealth bom in extreme tumult: perfiaps out of the mounting civil disorder arising 
from intensifying unempbyment and social disintegration, increased activity by proto- 
fascist militias and extreme-nght parties, and resistance to these pmgrams: perhaps in an 
Mende-style situation in which a govenunent democraticaüy elected to implement part of 

the commonwealth pmgram-say, a guaraateed annual incorne-faces a m t i v e  coup; 



perhaps in a situation where some region or nation attempthg to secede h m  the world- 

market by debt-repudiation faces invasion or intervention; perhaps in the m i c a g e  of 
ecological catastrophe or the devastation of inter-capitalkt war. In a i i  these circumstarices 

the technological forms of stniggie on which this work has focussed could becorne 

recontextuaked and converge amund a collision of physical force, as the ability to acquire 
and use weaponry; circulate and coordinate military actions; disrupt similar efforts by 
opponents; and disaffect their combatants. if we do not discuss these eventualities, it is not 

because we believe they cannot occur. 

Whatever path their actualizatiom might take,, the measures suggested here, 
cornbineci in some concerted society-wide ensemble, would make up a world very different 

frorn that which we today accept as normal. ït would be a world where wage-work would 

have a steadily decreasing importance or vanish entirely; where, although there would be 

labour to be done, Livelihood would not be dependent on a job; where, consequentiy, 

people would have more time to think about and participate in decisions about organking 

life in association with others; where they would have access to a very wide variety of 

communication channels, with a very wide diversity of representations and images about 

different possibilities of being; where these channels served also as routes for a flow of 

participatory decision making about the production and distriiution of goods-and also 

about the directions taken and not taken in technological development. Although these 

prospects may semn distant today, they nevertheless represent potentialities which numbers 

of people are currently attempting to activate. The revolution "takes its poeûy h m  the 

future," but it also knows that the seeds of the future are in the present?' 
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be unfcasible). Rather it quires the g a t h d g  and processing. at d h t t  intmals, in separate bundes. of 
information already generated by enterprises for their own use, such as unit costs and leveis of inventories, 
and process and product specifications. The barrier to this is not tecbnical: cumnt levels of micro-processor 
technology can certainly handle this kind of information proccssing very rapidly . . . The barrier is not 
technical: it is socid and political" (1988.43) 
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Chapter 9 

General Intellect 

At the beginning of this work we describeci smiggles within high-technology 

capitalism as a "contest for general intellect." This final chapter r e m  CO that phrase. It 

starts by examining Marx's original account of "general inteiiect." Then it examines how 

this category has been reworked and amplifieci by a group of theorists clustered around the 

journal -, and discuss the strengths and limitations of their analysis. We then 

offer two short case studies of what we understand as "the contest for general intellect." 
and conclude with some observations about the implications of this analysis for those who 

teach and s tudy in universities . 
Marx introduces the concept of "generai intellect" in a passage of the Gnindnsse 

known as the "Fragment on Machines."' in these pages he departs üom his customary 

emphasis on the centraiity of exploitation to the extraction of surplus value- Rather, he 

suggests that at a certain point in the development of capital, tbe the &on of real wealth 
will come to &pend not on the direct expenditure of labour t h e  in production, but on two 

interrelateci factors: technoIogicai expertise-"scientinc Iabouf-and organization-"social 

c~mbination."~ The cnicial factor in production will b m e  the "&velopment of the 

general powers of the human head"; "general social howledgeW;"social intellect"; or, in a 

striking metaphor, "the generai productive forces of the social  brai^"^ 
The main expression of the power of "general intellect" is the increasing importance 

of machinery -"fixed capitaln-in social organization: 

N a m  builds no machines, no locomotives, railways , electric telegraphs , 
self-acting mules etc. These are products of human industry: natural 
material hansformed into organs of the human wüi over nature, or of 
human participation in nature. They are organs of the human brain, created 
by the human han& the power of knowledge, objectifid. The developrnent 
of fixed capitai indicates to what degree generai social knowledge has 
become a direct force of production, and to what degree, hence, the 
conditions of the process of social life itseif have come under the control of 
the general in tekt  and been aansfonned in accordance with it.' 

There are two forms of technoIogy M m  particularly notes as sigding capitalism's 

mobilization of "generai intellect." One is the developmnt of production systems based on 

"an aurumatic system of machinery . . . consisting of au- mechanid and inteilectuai 
organs, so that the workers themselves are cast mtrely as its conscious linkages."' The 
other, to which bis allusions are more scattered but equaily persistent, are the networks of 



hansport and communication integrating "the world market." The development of these 

human-sliminaîhg, globe-spanning machines ùidicates the degree to which " g e n d  
intellect" has ken successfiilly mobilized and mastered by business, and "the accumulation 
of knowledge and skill, of the general productive forces of the social brain . . . absorbed 
into ~apital."~ 

However-and this is the whole point of Marx's analysis-such a level of 

technological advance, which seems at first a capitalist utopia . contains within itself the 

seeds of a capitalist nightmare. By setting in motion the powers of scientific knowledge and 

social cooperation, capital ultunately undemiines itself. This occm for two reasons. F i t ,  
as advances in macfiinery and organization reduce the requirement for direct labour in 
production. the need for people to sel1 theu labour power-the very basis of capitalism's 
social order-is systematicdy eroded. There arises a "monstmus disproportion" between 
individual labour time and the forces set in motion by organized science. 

This is reinforceci by a second tendency, the increasingly social aatue of activity 
required for technoscientific development, which unfolds not on the basis of individual 
effort but as a vast cooperative endeavor. As this becomes more and more apparent, 
highlighted by the diffusion and integration of communication and transport networks, both 
private owneahip and payment for isolated quanta of woric-the appear increasingly as 
irrelevant impedirnents to the full use of social resources. Automation and socialization 

together create the possibility of-and necessity for-dispensing wïth wage labour and 

private ownership. In the era of generai in tek t  "Capital thus works towards its own 
dissolution as the form dominating production." 

Today, "The Fragment on Machines" seem simultaneously astoundingiy prescient 
and sadly anachronistic. In its extrapolation of capital's technoscientific trajectory it is 
surely prophetic. What Marx descnbes is erninently recognizable as a portrait of what is 
now commonly tekned an 'information society' or 'knowledge economy,' in which the 
entire intelleaial resources of society, h m  shopflmr production teams, to university- 

industry paraierships, to the regional 'innovation milieux' of microelectronic and 

biotechnology companies. is mobilized to produce the tecbnological wonders of robotic 
factories, geae spiking and global cornputer networks. Yet any suggestion that this 
development of ihe productive forces 1& automatically to the advent of socialism appears 
definitively refuted. lastead, we seem to be witnessing a triumphant reorganization of 

capitalism that is deploying the new technological innovations to sohdify an unprecedented 
level of global domination. What -if anything-can now be made of the revolutionary 

optimism of Man's account of "general intellect"? 



Futur Anterieur 

It is this question that is addresseci by the recent work of a p u p  of theorïsts 

associated with the French journal, --a p u p  that includes veterans of the 

ltalian autonornia movement, such as Toni Negri and Paolo V i o ,  younger scholars, such 

as Michael Hardt and Maurizio Lazzarato, and others with mots in different lines of 
Marxism, such as Jean-Marie Vincent. The central points of their analysis can be 

surnrnarized as follows. 

The "mass worker" struggles of the 1960s and 1970s and the consequent crisis of 

Fordisrn compelled capital towards extraordinary levels of high-technology automation and 

global rnobility. These pst-Fordist experiments have now brought capital to a point 
corresponding to Mm's account of "general intellect." However. rather than generating the 

ordaineci demise of capitalism, these developrnents are resulting in something much more 

ambiguous. Paradoxicaiiy, the very 'revolutionary' tendencies Marx identified-the erosion 

of wage labour, the increasingly 'social' nature of production-are occurring, but in f o m  
prescribed by an order that continues to organize itself on the basis of the wage and private 

ownership. As Vinio remarks, these processes remind one of what Marx wrote about joint- 

stock companies; that in such institutions "one wimesses the disappearance of private 

property on the very ground of private properzy."' Today pst-Fordist capital, displays a 

similar transformation of communist potentialities into capitalist actualities. As Virno puts 

it, 

. . . the displacement is r d ,  but the ground on which it is accomplished is 
no less real. To think these two aspects jointly, without reducing the first to 
a mere Wniality and the second to an external "rind: such is the düfîculty 
which cannot be avoided? 

In this situation it is not enough to focus, as Marx did, on the objectification of 

social knowledge in new technologies. Rather, the critical issue is that of the nature of the 

human activity required to create, support and enable this technoscientific apparatus. Here, 

Futur suggests we encounter another paradox. While capital has developed 

machines to subordhate and reduce labour at the point of production, this development 

itself demands the emergence a new range of social cornpetencies and cooperations-the 

cultivation of "general social knowledge." This subjective component of general intellect 

Futur Anterieur group explore under the label of "mas intellectuality" ("UiteIlecfualite de 

masse ") . 
"Mass intellectuality" is the ensemble of Icnow-hows' which supports the operation 

of the high-tech economy. It is "the social bodyn as a "repository of lcnowledges indivisible 

h m  living subjects and h m  their linguistic ~ooperation.'~" It comprises a "whole gamut 



of qualifications, modes of communication, local knowledges, informal "language garnes" 

and even certain ethical preoccupati~as"~ ' Negri says that "mas inteUectualityn is the 
activity of a "pst-Fordist proletariat," 

. . . increasingly directly invo1ved in computer-related, communicative and 
formative work . . . shot through and constituted by the coatinuous 
interweaving of technoscientific activity and the hard work of production of 
commodities, by the temtoriaüty of the netwodrs within which this 
interweaving is distribuid, by the increasingly intimate combination of the 
recomposition of t h e s  of labour and of forms of Life." 

Mass intellect appears not just in production but throughout a whole netwodc of educational 

and cultural relations. It is present in industrial and service workers, labomg at the data- 

face: in students keeping pace with technological innovation through life-long leaming'; 

and in the vatious techno-culûd Iiteracies on which new markets for electronic and 

entertainment goods depend. Mass intellectuality is intimately bound up with the new 

prominence of what Negri and Laparato term "immaterïal labour"- the "distinctive quality 

and mark" of work in "the epoch in which information and communication play an essentiai 

role in each stage of the process ofpr~duction."'~ Overfiowing and surpassing previous 

Marxist distinctions between base and superstructure, economics and culture, mass 

intellectuaiity is "difficult to describe in economic terms" but is "for that very reason (and 

not despite it) the fundamental ingredient of today's capitalist production." l4 

The crucial question thus becornes how far capital can contain what Vincente tenns 

"this plural, multifom constantly mutahg intelligencen of mass intellect within its 
str~ctures.'~ As he observes, it "appears to domesticate general intellect without too much 

difficulty." l6 But this absorption in fact demands an extraordinary exercise of "supervision 

and surveillance," involving "cornplex procedures of attributhg rights to know andor 

rights of access to knowledge which are at the same tirne procedures of exclusion": 

Good 'management' of the processes of knowledge consists of polanzing 
them, of producing success and failure, of integrating legitimating 
knowledges and disqualifying iiiegitimate knowledges, that is, ones 
contrary to the reproduction of capital. It needs individuals who know what 
they am doing, but only up to a certain point. Capitalist 'management' and a 
whole series of institutions (particdarly of education) are trying io limit the 
usage of knowledges produced and tmmmitted. In îhe name of profitability 
and immediate rcsulîs, they are probibiting connections and relationships 
which could profoundly modify the structure of the field of knowIedge." 

The Futur p u p  suggest that these structures of exclusion and Limitation can 
become the occasion for new forrns of social conflict. 



Peugeot Snfkers and Snrdent Punthers 

Perhaps their most detailed analysis of these new antagonisms is Negri and 

Lazzarato's discussion of "participative management."'* As they point out, in rnany post- 

Fordist industries the quantitative elhination of labour by computerized automation has 
paradoxically been accompanied with increasing managerial concern about the quality of the 

remaining workers. To prevent or fk the many breakdowns of new production systems, to 

run them at peak capacity , requins operators who are creative, cooperative and aieR (or at 

the v e q  Ieast not inclined to sabotage). This requirement has resulted in innumerable post- 

Taylorist experiments in work organization "-'quality circles,' 'tearn concept,' 'Japanese 

management techniques,' Total Quality Management1-in which the inteliectuai and 

intersubjective aspects of labour previously suppressed by Taylorism are m o b i k d  for 

problern solving and participation. Such systerns demand that workers, 

. . . become 'active subjects' in the coordination of the different functions 
of production, instead of king subjected to it as simple command. As the 
new management prescribes, toda~ it is "the sou1 of the worker" which 
must come down into the factory. 

If new production systems are the objective side of capitalized "general intellect," the work 

team represents its subjective side, in cellular form. 

Such participative management schemes are, Negri and La~;arato Say. "techniques 

of power."'O Capital grants its labour p w e r  a certain fusion of conception and execution, 

and to some extent retreats h m  the the shop floor. But it continues to dominate the overd 

process from the heights of the enterprise, retaining control of finance, investrnent . 
marketing, and, of course, profit. Problem-solving is predicated on accepting these pre- 
determineci parameters." Although management exhorts dialogue and interaction, 

communication is actuaily reduced to "a simple relay of codification and decodification, 

within the context . . . that has been completely normalized by the W. 22 In this context, 

the exhortation to participate is, as Lazzarato observes, authoritarian : "one must express 

oneself, one must speak, one must communicate, one must c~operate."~~ Indeed, the new 

team organization is even more totalitarian than the old assembly he,  precisely because it 

seeks to involve the very subjectivity and will of workers, making them "self contmlW 

thernselves so that command "arises firom the subject itself, and from the conununicative 

pr0cess.11~~ 

However, Negri and Lazzarato suggests there is another side to this process. In 
delegating-even nominaiiy-certain managerial respom'bilities to workefs, capital is 
partiaiiy relinquishing its claim to act as the mediator and coordinator of production. There 
is a potentiai tension between capital's control of enterprises and the increasingly self- 



directed nature of work- Drawing on Negri and r t o ' s  work in the context of the 

South Afncan auto-industry, Franco Barcheisi obsems 

. . . a massive contradiction aises lor capital: it has to stimulate and harness 
subjectivity by enwuraging increasing worker responsibüîzation. even 
creativity, in order to grasp a social and cornmunicationai surplus value in 
the workplace. This . . . cornes to constitute a competitive edge in the global 
fight for shrinking and specialized markets. But in doing so, capital has to 
be carefd in depriving worker subjectivity of any implication in terms of 
power and control . . . In this way, capital silences subjectivity just at the 
same time it calis it into life. Capitai has not found, yet, the ways to deal 
with this contradicti~n.~ 

Such tension becornes inmasingiy pronounced as business uses the knowledge squeezed 

h m  team production to intensify automation, speed up work and increase lay-offs. in this 

sense, Negri and Lazxarato suggest, pst-Fordist production methods, aithough devised as 
a rneans of circumventing and coopting workers organizations, contain the seeds of an 

aggravated confüct. 

Lazzarato has examined some of these dynamics in strikes at Peugeot car factories 

in France in 1989.26 These strikes were signifiant because they broke a relatively long 

period of industrial Face in ihe French automobile industry. They involved a new 

generation of employees, supposedly distanced fiom the militancy of the oldes "mass" 

assembly-line workers, induding many immigrants, and trained for work in a highly 
autornated environment. Lazzarato argues that the company's rhetoric about 'involvement,' 

'participation,' and 'digaity', aithough at first quite attractive to workers, gradually became 
more and more mired in contradiction. There emerged an increasing discrepancy between 

the company's supposed wiliingness to entertain ali and any 'suggestions' and its evident 

determination to impiement only those that enhanced productivity. The alleged ethic of 

cooperation was riddled with actuai grievances about pay and pace of work. This led to 

mounting tension on the shop flmr, which eventuaüy exploded. in the strikes, one of the 

workers' demands was for the Company to live up to its own rhetonc about 'respect 'and 

'cooperation.' Moreover, in this strike, Lazzarato argues, new forms of shop flmr and 

community organization could be seen emerging, in some ways supplanting the more 

conventional and rigid f o m  of îraàes union hierarchy. This, he suggests, shows that the 

cooperative' aspects of the new work organization were king mobilized, but in the form of 

counter-power. 

The other field where the Futur gmup have investigated the contradictions 

of "general inteliect," albeit in a less worked-through manner, is in the field of media and 

communication. As V i n t e  puts it. "general inteUectn is in fact a labour of networks and 

communicative discoursen; 



in effect, it is not possible to have a "general intellectn without a great 
variety of polymorphous communicati011~, sequences of communication in 
the tearas and collectivities work, commuaications to use in a crcatve 
fahion the knowledges accumulated, communications to elaborate 
and record new knowledges. 

Capital has developed technologies of information-mass media. telecommunications, and 

cornputer networks-to consolidate markets and ideological control. But hem too it has b e n  

unable to develop the objective. fixed, machine si& of "general inteilect" without also 
involving the subjective. variable. human aspect. 

Negri specificaiiy xjects critiques of this pmcess h m e d  only in terms of 

"manipulation."28 Although we now inhabit a world where coqoraie media seem to 

constitute a vast "machine" which dominates society , there are, he says, on the inside of 

this "machine" spaces within which new individual and collective subjectivities cm 

emerge. The A n t a  authors have studied a nurnber of movements in France 
where groups opposing neoliberal policies have shown great dexterity in using media and 
information technologies to publicize their cause. These include strüres by cultural workers- 

-€hcrews and audïo-visual technicians-fighting for improvements in the conditions of 

contingent work; the movements of nurses opposing cut-backs and pnvatization of health 
care; and the student revolts of 1986, which we discussed in Chapter 4" 

Lazzarato has done a detailed analysis of the media practices of the "Panthern 

student movement, which in the late 1990s closed some one hundred and fifty Italian 
colleges and universities in protests against privatization?These movements. Lazzarato 

says. were characterized by their extreme sophistication in counter-management of the 
media. The students exercised carehil control of how,and under what conditions journalists 

covered their actions. They refiised to subscfibe to conventions damaging to the political 
integrity of the movement (eg. focus on leaders). And they made constant use of 

information technologies-pdcularly fax-to generate theu own coverage and bulletins. 

Lazzarato argues that the Panther's careful orchestration of refusais and reappmpriations 

displayed the characteristics of a movement which, haWig iiterally come-of-age in a media 

environment, was capable of using it, rather than be used by it. 

On the basis of these and other examples. the Futur p u p  argues that 

"mass intellect " is in fact potentially explosive fop capital. This volatility arises not only 

h m  a dynarnic of immiseration-with more and more people king expelled h m  
production by automation-but also h m  a reappropriative process in which "mas 

intellectn ùegins to fold back into itself the organizationai and tecbnological knowledges 
necessary for the running of society. Negri now cails this capacity "constituent power," 
and describes the task of radical politics as the creation of a "republic" that dissolves bth 



capitaiist command and state authority." Virno speaks of an "exodus" h m  the "society of 

work" made possible by a radical re-disposai of the surplus tirne arising h m  aut~mation.~' 
it is these potentialities of "rnass inteilect" which now sees pulsing through 
a wave of social protest in advanced capitalist societies of the 1990s-in France, but also in 

the large scale strikes and protests in Italy, Germany and BeIgium, and to a more limited 

degree in the North Arnerica. 

How General is General Intellect? 

The argument that subversive potentialities exist at the very heact of the 

technological amature which seems to rnake contemporary capital so impregnable is 
certainly an attractive one. Although only starring to be aanslated and discussed in North 

Arnerica, Futur w s  revival and reworicing of the category of "general intellectn has 

already sparked some debate in Europe- This has. however. included some substantial 

criticism~!~ 
Perhaps the most serious of these objections is ihat, in its capitalist fom, "general 

intellect" is not "general" at ali, but rather stnicaited by an intensely hierarchical division of 

labour. This restricts crucial knowledges to a narrow stratum of priviieged, and hence 

loyal, employers, while leaving the rest out in the cold to suffer the effects of technological 

deskilling . The edifice of scientSc-technological power depends not just on scientists, 

engineers, programmers and various "symbolic anaIysts" but on a mass of janitors, 

horneworkers, fast-food cooks and other service workers. But the cruciaI point, the critics 

Say, is that these latter are excluded h m  the 'inteliectuai' functions of the capitalist 

economy. The whole capitalist organization of work is in fact, predicated on dividing the 

'head' of the coliective worker from the 'arms,' 'feet,' 'digestive,' 'excretory,' and 

'reproductive' organs. Given this, the capacities focuses on would seem to 

be very unevenly dism%uted. 

Associated with this criticisrn is a suspicion about some of s 

terminology-particularly its references to "immaterial labour." For tbis can easily be read 
as obscuring the continuai importance of a vast mas of d-too physicai and material work 

in the post-Fordist economy-domestically. in the service sector, and intemationally, in 

everything h m  labour on coffee plantations to the trade in body organs. We would also 
note that "immaterial labourn occludes some very corporeal components of hi@-tech work, 

such as the epidemic of repetitive strain injuries associated with cornputer use. 

These problems are cleariy related to the relatively cursory analysis of the gendered 

or international dimensions of "general inteUect" offered by W. Such 



omissions can be rather pointedly reiated to the fact that most of its a u t h  are men. located 
in E m p e  or North Amerka. It couid be argued that the new ciccuirs of capital look a lot 
less "immaterid," "inteilecnial." and fuil of emancipatory potentials. to the femaie and 
Southeni workea who do the 'shit- work' for a capitalist "general intellectu whose 

headquarters rem* preponderantly male and Northem. Indeed, the 

analysis has been accused of an ail-tao-familiar sort of Marxist vanguardism, whose 
protagonist is now not the 'indusirial' but the 'intellectual' proletariat-a vanguardism 
which is. however, made peculiariy implausible by the relatively privileged conditions 
which its chosen protagonist enjoys. 

tur authoa have made some reply to these objections. Discussing the 

category of "immateridn work. Hardt and Negri underlhe that "however immaterial this 

labor might be it still involves both brains and b~dies."'~ They Say that "mas 

inte 11ectuality" has to be understood as including the affective. emotional worL perfonned 

inside and ouüide the home by women-for example. the labour of nurses which is both 

"both highiy technical and Hardt and Negri in fact go to some pains to 
designate "mas intekctuality" as a general propensity of the pst-Fordist proletariat. 

Technoscientific labour is a "massifieci quality of labouring inteIligentria, of cyborgs and 

hacker~."~' But this "intelligentsia' is not some "recomposed vanguard or leading sectorn; 
rather it is " a quality of subjectivity that extends through the various sectors of 
produ~tion."'~ The focus on advanced, pst-Fordist production methods is 
not, they say, meant to deny the existence of other Fordist or even more archaic techniques. 
particularly in the South. but ody to suggest that high-technology practices fumish the 

comrnand, control and communication capacity through which the whole system operates- 
and which in some ways bathes the whole arena of struggle. 

This debate has at the very lest identifieci issues that deserve M e r  investigation. 
Although the &@r group has supporteci its analysis by several concrete studies, 
these evidentiy need to be vastly expanded in scope to test the usefuiness of their 
categories. As Ed Emory has recently suggested, such an examination M y  cds for a 

project on the Lines of what Marx called "a workers' inquiry." involving a aetwork of 

mearchers engaged in pazticipatory study ofemergent forms of st~uggle?~ 
Our own view is that, while the analysis sis to be very seriously 

quaiified, it is also 'onto' something important.The concept of "general intellect" clearly 
needs to be tempered by analysis of the hierarchy of labour, and to taLe f a  mer account of 
capital's tendency to polarize the allocation of sicilis and cornpetencies dong lines of g e n k  
and race. Some of their categories-such as "immaterial labourn-should probabiy be 
rejected. However, this does not invalidate the concept of "mass intellect." Although capital 



cleariy attempts to iimit and divide access to the social hiowledges vital to technoscientific 
power, it should not be assumed that this division and kgmentation dways succeeds. In 
an era when the World Wide Web carries the messages of Zapatistas and the nsistance 
movements of East Thorese women, it is clear that the wretched of the earth are neither 
entirely 'outside' the mechanisms hi&-technology production, or (more importantiy) 
completely powerless to reappmpriate hem? The question of whether capital wül 

successfulIy segment pst-Fordist labour power, or, on the contrary. its rebeiiious subjects 
wiI1 break down these barriers to establish new alliances lies at the core of what we have 
temed "the contest for generai intellect." In this conkst the contemporary proletariat fights 
to actudize "general intellect" in ways that are truiy "generd." 

Innovation From Below: Wutchdogs. Green Works and Autonomous Production 

We want now to offer two fiaal instances of this "contest for generai intellect." 
Though drawn from a North Amencan context, they do, we uIlnk, indicate that capacities 
to reclairn and reorganize technoscientific knowledge are widespread. Consequently , they 
empt in what rnight be considered unlikely places. Our &t example concerns some 'shop 
floor' stmggles around the control of high-technology. 

Ln a North American context, cclaim that fomis of "participative 
management" are generating new flash-points of tension received some confirmation 6rom a 

survey of 1500 workers and managers on the topic of 'team organization,' conducted by 

the US consultant tïrm Kepner-Tregoe So shocking were the findings that Kepner-Tregoe 
had hem checked again by another group of consultants. The final results clearly showed 
that every aspect of 'team work' elicited disenchanteci cynicism amongst workers. Kepner- 
Tregoe's Mident,  T. Quinn Spitzer, had this to say: 

The vitriolic response was amazing . . . Workers don't WEC their 
companies, and then is a fundamental social change going on in this 
country regarding workplace relations. The workers hear the verbiage about 
how 'out people are the most importaot asset we have' and they want to 
throw up." 
In at least one industry where the dnve for 'participative management' has been 

very intense, the automobile industry , the mid- WOs have seen a series of strikes in which 

worken have made demands which enmach on traditional managerial prerogatives. In 
Flint, Michigan, car wodcers stnick to compel hiring new wockers rather than increasing 
overtime. Canadian autoworkers responded to 'outsowcingl by General Motors by striking 

in support of 'job ownership. In both cases, workers fought for a reai, rathet than 
tokenistic, voice in decisions over the conduct of production. These demands were, 



moreover, iinked to an overall analysis of the effects of technological change and 
organizational restnicturing on unemployment and social fitagmentation. 

On some occasions, such demands for reai contrd have been pushed further. In 
1982 Generai Motors, as part of a programme of rationalization airned at consolidating 
production around new, highly automated, just-in -tirne centres, announced the shutdown 
of its car plant in the Van Nuys neighborhood of Los ~ngeles-'~ A coalition of 
predorninantly black and Latino workers, in alliance with community groups. opposed this 

move. They fought to keep the factory open by threatening to start a boycott in the lucrative 
LA auto market. This "Save GM Van Nuys" movement was opposed not only by 
management, but aiso by the main bureaucracy of the United Auto Workers union, which 
was aghast at its idrhgement of 'management rights.' Nonetheless, the campaign forced 
GM to keep the pIant open for ren years. During this time workers repearedly rejected 
management actempts to inuoduce Company sponsored 'worker participation' schemes. 

in 1992, following the Mng of its leaders. "Save GM Van Nuys" was finally 
defeated. It did not die. however, but metamorphosed. In a shift that defies stereotypes 
about working-class poiitics, former auto-workers became the nucleus for the 
WATCHDOG ûrganizing Cornmittee. This group engaged in participatory cornmunity 
planning aimed to "rebuild Los Angeles from the bottom up."" It monitors air pollution in 
and combats coprate pollution of working-class neighborhoods. It is aIso seeking the 
conversion of the auto industry to clean, ecologicaiiy viable forms of production, including 
planning for the production of electric cars. 

This group has become part of an intexnationai network of siniilar worker-based 
'conversion' schemes. Amongst these is the "Green Worksn coalition in Toronto!* This 
originated in the attempts of workers to prevent the closure of the Caterpillar factory at 
Brampton. Canadian Auto Workers members occupied the plant in spring of 1991. During 
this action, they demandeci that the govemment reopen the plant to manufacture g d  

required for environmental enhancement. The occupation was unsuccessfui, but it resulted 
in a dialogue between car-workers and environmentai and anti-poverty groups. From this 
emerged a coalition focussed on reorganinng production to meet unfulfilled demand for 
goods and senrices in the clean energy sector and elsewhere-sdar water heaters, energy 
efficient light bulbs, naturai gas co-generation, recycling facilities. Although this alliance 
subsequently raa into serious internai problems over the labour practices of one its 
participant organizations, it did put forward a generalized program focussing on the 
redirection of federal and provincial govenunent subsidies away h m  toxic industries iike 
askstos or nuclear power and towards f o m  of green production. 



Green Works and Wakhdog were subsequently in contact with perhaps the most 

rernarkable of these ment  worker-control initiatives-one by men and women at a joint 
Toshiba -Amplex enterprise in Japano6 After a protracted conflict during which they 

rejected the imposition of a 'company uniont-the conventional Japanese form of labour 
control-Toshiba deterrnined to close the factory. The workers occupied the plant. Because 

of some peculiar features of Japanese labour-law , they were able to successfully resist 

eviction. During the occupation, they continued production. Innovathg on the technology 

and product-line of their former employer, bey  made monitors, TV conference systems, 

computer-aided educational systerns, medical equipment, plant operation conml systerns, 

ITV monitoring systems, surveying instniments, mechamnic instruments, precision toois 

and plastic dies-"al1 developed, designed, manufactured and marketed by us ~orkers."~' 
The decision to embark on what ihe Toshiba workers term "autonomous 

production" was initiaiiy made as a matter of financial necessity. But it led ont0 broader 
perspectives, As one worker put it, 

. . . in receiving an order for and in designing a computer aided process 
control system, we could not but ask ourseIves whether or not the system 
as ordered would reaiIy promote the interests of the workers of the client 
cornpany, and if not how the design concept could be improved!* 

The plant-occupiers developed Links with labor, environmental, consumer and other 

popular rnovernents. Indeed, they came to sees these connections as something that 

differentiated them h m  other 'workers production' experiments which often "reopened 

with former union leaders as new executives, turued into firms not too different from 
ordinary onesnJ9 Arnongst the products which emerged h m  this interaction were a 

portable loudspeaker systern "for use in demonstrations, rallies and other outdoor 

activities"; a cheap, handy Geiger counter suitable for popuiar use, sponsored by the 

Japanese anti-nuclear movement; and a special radiation monitor, fundeci by by union and 
citizen contribution, for redents of the Chemobyl disaster area , donated at about haif the 

cost of commercial systems 

The stmggie with Tosh i  Arnplex went on for eight years. It involved resistance to 

the removal of plant machinery, legal chaiienges, and sustained picketing and 

demonstration outside Toshiba offices. In the end, the workers won a settlement which 

included not oniy a compensation package but the donation to them by Toshiba of a factory 

site to be operateci as a worker-nin cooperative. This cooperaîive now forms part of the 

Tokyo-based Workers Collective Coordination Center, formed by unionists from worirer 

nin plants and businesses, labour organizations, academics and researchers and social 

movement activists?' 



These stnke us as instances in which workers have mobilized ttie same inteettuai 
and cooperative capacities that capital tries to hamess through 'team work, 'but in a 
cornpletely different direction. In North Amenca there are other, dbeit less dramatic. 
instances where workers faced with automation and relocation have chaiienged capital's 

nght to shut down. '* Facing the withdrawal of waged work, labour has deployed its 

invention power not so much to stop production (as in classic strike strategies), but to keep 

it going-and to iransform it. Plant cIosures have been met with plant occupations and 

picket ünes aimed not only at stopping scabs getting in but at preventing maches king 
taken out. Sometimes symboiic, sometimes sustained, these actions have occasionaüy 

either forced capital to continue operations contrary to its intentions or transferred 
management entirely into the hands of the workers. Repeatedly tbey have involved the 

creation of alliances with wider comrnunity groups negatively affecteci by capital flight. 

Such movements represent a capacity for counter-planning h m  below aimed at prese~ng 
workers' Livelihoods. InitialIy defensive and local, usualiy Iimited in their aims. most are 

painlessly mbsorkd within the logic of capital. In their isolation, such experirnents are 
rnino~ but in their proliferation, they constitute a rnultiplicity of subversive question marks. 

They establish networlcs of counter-research and pools of shared experience, new 

connections and alliances. h short. they represent the counter-organization of "general 

inteliect." 

Windows of Opportuniiy: Cyber-Janitors and Sofiare Gypsies 

Our second example deals with computer-mediatecl communication. As we have 

seen, in the devehpment of this extraordinarily powerful technology capital has in fact 

depended on a mass of informai innovatory, intellectual activitytylhacking'-on whose 

creativity commerce constantly draws even as it criminalizes it. It was precisely out of 

capital's inability to contain such activity that there emerged the astounding growth of the 

Internet. This is sureIy the quintessential institution of "general intellect." For, despite a l l  

the admitteci ban&ties and exclusivities of internet practice, one a n  in its various 

exchanges SO& glimpse what seems like the formaiion a gigantic, communicatively- 
connected, polycentred, dialogic global intelligence. Today, of course capital is ûying to 
recuperate this inteiligence in the fonn of the information highway, maIMg its charnels the 

pathways of solely curnmmiai flows-vide-ondemand, teleshopping, tele-gambhg, 

personalized advertising. It is funnehg network interactions into a c o m r c i a l  

"interactivity " w hich, as Chris Carlsonn says 



mimics the false control offered by workers participation schemes. wherein 
woricers decide how to accomptish the business' mission. but . cnicidiy, 
not w h a  the mission i d 3  

However, the success of this recontallunent is far h m  assud: subversive experhents 
continue. sometimes in strange quarters. 

One of these is the heart of the US computer industry itselfSilicoa Valley. 
Stimulated by nearby Stanford University's research park, and helIed by immense Defence 
Department contracu. this location just outside San Francisco is the home to major 
computer companies such as Apple, intel, Hewiin Packard, Oracle and IBM. Although the 
Valley has itseif recently seen sigoificant restnicturing. with a p d a l  move away b m  chip 
manufacture and assembly (increasingly contracteci out to off shore enterprises) and greater 
concentration on software development. it nrnains a vital centre of the US information 
economy and is considered one of the biggest hi&-technology centres in the world? 

As such, it presents a paradigrnatic study in the organization of the postindustrial 
workforce. One much-publicized and glamorized aspect of this is the emergence of new 
cadres of highiy skiiled technical workers-engineers, software designers and 

programmers. Silicon Vaiiey b o a  the largest concenaation of PhD.'s and engineen in 

the world. Most of these are male and white. They are the educated, technoscientific labour 

power needed for an industry whose profit depends on a constant s t m m  of technological 
innovation. 

However, there is another side to Silicon Valley-that of the janitors, landscapers. 
cafeteria staff, and micmchip assemblers who provide the indispensable support for this 

technological creativity . These labourers are ofkn immigrants or h m  ethnic minorities. 
Many of are fernale. They generally work at low or minimum pay, outside union 
organization, without health insurance, rnaternity benefits or  recourse against sexual 
harassrneni. The big computer companies couid not huiction without these workers, but 

distance themselves h m  their plight by a system of contracting-out, which aiiows 
disavowal of responsibility for working conditions and wages. This workplace segregation 
is reinforced by residential patterns which divide the Vaiiey iato raciaiiy sorted zones. The 
result is that. although Silicon Valley is situatexi in the most prospaous county in the US, 
this aggregate pichin of weaith decomposes into a scene where "the FVst World meets the 

Third in a weird melange of high technology and rni~ery."~~ It is an extrem exampk of 
postindustrial segmentation, with white men at the top and non-white women at the bottom. 

For many years, the dispersed nature of the senrice workforce, its high turnover, 
and ethnic composition, meant that it was considered 'unorganhable' by the US labour 
movement. In the early 199ûs, however, this changed. Justice for Janitors. an organization 
of Services Employees international Union, began a series of campaigns fighting for union 



recognition, pay raises, and settlernent of sexual harassrnent grievances?' These campaigns 
connected wotkplace organization to issues of race and gen&r discrimina . - .  tion- 
Additionally, because support workers are often directly or indirectly exposed to the highly 
toxic chernicals used in micfochip manufacture, theu work conditions became part of a 
broader community srruggle about the poisoning of Silicon Valley's environment through 
ground, air and water pollution. 

Justice for Janitors used a wide variety of tactics: sfrikes, picket lines. 
demonstrations, advertisements. Ieafleting campaigns outside consumer outlets. hunger 
stiikes and the interruption of managerial press conferences. It also used the intemet. 
Organizers disseminateci news about the super-exploitation of contract workers through the 

networks. This was severely embarrassing to companies such as Apple whose profitability 
depends on maintainhg a benign public image arnongst cornputer-users. In some cases the 

workers pressed their cyber-activism further. With the help of a srnail number of 
sympathizers amongst the core 'professional' staff, they found the email addresses of 
emp1oye.s at Oracle corporation, and encourageci supporters Intemet access at campuses 
around the country to p s t  cornplaints. 

One participant in this ernail carnpaign describes it as follows; 

They had no idea how many people we were sending to . . . They started 
answering, "We are not beating our janitorsn and it turned out they were 
beating them, really. Once they started with those answers then people 
started to ask questions and it created a climate of heightened awareness of 
what the janitors were doing, though it was not easily visible . . . The costs 
of bad publicity, of morale being influenceci by ernail are major . . for 
people like us who iive in that world to sense the communications 
opportunity that exists right now-that email can be used to penetrate 
barriers that exist for more conventional communications-was rather 
exciting. Maybe after a while they'li set up Eiiters and theyll get to keep all 
of our messages out, but we'll be engaged in a lot of measures and counter 
measures to keep communicating in that fashion . . . 1 think it's a creative 
way to use the technology of the industry to undennine the social 
relationships that have been built i n t ~  it 5' 

Several of the Justice for Janitor campaigns in Silicon Valley made signifiant gains for 
service workers. It is hard to tell how much effect Inteniet activity had on these outcornes. 
Certainly other Factors wete in play. The turning point in the carnpaign at Apple, for 

example, came when worlrers tkeatened to take th& campaign into the ciassrooms of 
California schools and universities-a major market for Macintosh cornputers. But both the 
email activism and the education campaign can be seen as targeting corporate vulnerabilities 
very specific to the era of "general inteliect." 

Subsequently other labour stmggles. both inside and outside Silicon Valley, have 

pursued similar tactics against computer companies. The Hotel and Restaurant Employees 



Intemationai used the internet in its carnpaign to organize a chah of luxury hotels known as 

the Western Lodging Group. According to Nathan Newman, when mass firings of 
workers took place at the Lafayette Park Hotel, the publicizing of these news on the 

Internet generated hundreds of letters, calls and exnail'; to management?' As the campaign 
evolved, the union targeted corporate customers of the hotel who regularly use it to house 
employees or visiting clients. One of these was a software corporation, PeopleSoft. The 

HREI highIighted negative facts h m  this company's own financiai reports and posted 

them to a series of computer oriented newsgroups. PeopkSoft cIaims that within a week 

the value of their stock dropped by $63 million dollars because of reactions by invators. 

S w n  after, it announced it was moving customers and 0 t h  visitors to a different hotel. 
Meanwhile, in Silicon Valley Iabor councils are now speaking in t e m  of more 

extensive campaigns: "The janitors were just the tint among the contingent workforce," 

says one organizer, 

This is going to involve everybody h m  janitors Co technicd writers to 
software gypsies and testers to quality assurance engineers. When we talk 
about doing windows in this valiey , we're not just talking about the janitors 
who c l a n  hem, but the software engineers who write t i~ern?~ 

At a time of widespread layoffs of 'professionai' staff by cornputer corporationsdue to 

new automated programming tools and low-wage, off-shore programming in countries 

such as Ireland or India, there may indeed be prospects for disaffection even at the 'upper' 
end of the Silicon Valley labour force. Indeed, for some tirne some activists involved with 
the electronic bulletin ÇPU: W m e  Cowuter have been emaiiing to 

programrners, software engineers and other computer "professionals' materiais aimed at 
fostering a criticd perspective on working conditions and encouraging various f o m  of 

collective organization. 

The battle for organization of the computer industry has also spread to other areas in 
the US. The Southwest Network for Enviro~iental Economic Justice, founded in 1990, 

involves over lïfty grassroots organizations h m  Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, 

Colorado, Arizona, Nevada and California. Many of these are based in minority 

communities. The Network nuis campaigns about public h d t h  crises on the Mexico-US 
border, a Native Lands campaign-and also a High Tech Campaigu. This, according to a 

participant, 

. . . directly confronts both the rnicroelectronics industry and its backers 
within the US government to case the poisoning of high -tech chip 
production workers and sunounding communities , and to put a rein on the 
incessant capital 6 h t  and aaompanying community disniption associateci 
with the industry . 



Groupings afiïiiated with the Network allied with other organizations, such as the Silicon 
Valley Toxic Coalition, to create the Campaign for Responsible Technology. This 
succeeded in forcing the diversion of $10 miilion of Defense Department appropriations 
toward research for developing d e ,  non-toxic technologies for microelectronics 
produc hon ! ' 

If the cornputer indus- is at the very heart of the information society, there are 
now signs of a heart-attack.This attack is the revolt of the disenfianchiseci and super- 
exploited labour on which the industry has for so long. so silently, reiied. In some ways 
their rnovements represent a very old fom of struggle. Their campaigns have dimensions 
that would be farniliar to those who fought against the appalling conditions of migrant farm 
labour in the 1930s. But at the sarne time they have some very new feanires. For in this 

struggie, the technological rnarvels which have b e n  made into the bais for the vast 
hardware and software empires are king turned around as weapons of contestation. What 
is appearing is gone digital. This is the face of militancy in the age of 
"gened intellect." 

lvory Towers und Virncal Universiries: Academia in the Era of Generd Intellect 

If indeed we are in the epoch of "general intellect," this, as the Futur Anterieur 
authors have pointed out. has implications for those ûaditionally considered partr'cularly 

and especidy inteiiectual-such as teachers and students at universitiesP2 In the era of the 

'ivory-tower,' when universities were only partidy integrated into capitalism, or marginal 
to its centrai functions, academics appeared (however much this actuaiiy mystifieci real 
interco~ections) to be removed h m  'indusirial activity' and its attendant classconflicts. It 
was from this position of apparent extenonty that the intellectual could commit or engage 

hirnself with political movements. From the end of the Second World War, however, this 

distance began to rapidly diminish. Today, it has sunk to zero. As indusay becomes more 

inteliectual (Microsoft =fers to its centrai production facilities as a 'campus), universities 
becorne more industrial. acting as anciiiary research and training facilities for capital's 
overaii project of high-technology development. 

There are different ways in which this changed situation can be consirueci. One is as 
a fall, a loss of autonomy, a corruption. And certainly, as the process of 'academic- 
business parmership' unfolds, sacrificing basic to applied research, criticai to technological 
studies, humanities to sciences, and making the notion of 'confiict of interest 'between 
scholarship and corporate affiliation a quaint anachroaism, there is plenty to be cynicai 

about. It would be naive to pretend amazement at the speed with which not only individuais 



but enth departments. once famous for radical perspectives. have tacked with the wind, 

trïmmîng research agendas. theoretical positions and teaching prionties to align themselves 
with the new funding sources. The most vulgar of Manrisms could predict that. But the 

sheer agility of intellectual gymnastics accompanying the piocess-the stnnuous 
affinnations of independence. integrity. humanisrn and uncompromised criticai dissidence- 

may evoke a certain wondement. 
However, there is another side to this. To the degree that capital now insists to its 

worldorce that 'Me long learning' is an imperative of survival on the labour market. it 

opens itself to a series of contradictions. For one, it is unable to live-up to the promises it 
makes. Rates of unemployment for college and university graduates show that education, 
rather than guaranteeing personal success, constitutes a standing reserve army of 
intellectual labour. h m  whom capital can cuil the relatively srnall number of full-tirne 
employees required by the luiowledge economy.' For many, years of education ensure 
only the prodigious debt loads incurred as an increasing proportion of the costs of higher 
education are shifted back onto individuals and fatnilies. Shidents confronthg this situation 
rnay develop critical perspectives on capital, independent of the compromises of their 
teachers . 

Moreover. when universities are subjected to the same cost-cutting, productivist 
rationalization as other capitalist operatioas. this has consequences for the academic labour 

process . In the 'downsizing' logic of pst-Fordist capital, academia must do more with 

less. Teaching and support staff expenence increases in the Pace and volume of work. A 

classic strategy of casualization means that the lower echelons of instructors form a 
characteristically contingent post Fordist work force-subjected to chronic insecurity . lack 
of benefits. and required to exercise mind-bending flexibility in pedagogic preparation. In 
short, the one-time ivory mwer witnesses an intensification in the rate of exploitation. 

These developments are often irnposed under die guise of technologid advance. 
Plans for the 'viaual University,' based on large-scale, tele-learning an transparently 
designeci to cut labour costs. They also have enormous potenid for both the centralized 
managerial control of knowledge, and increasing corporate sponsorship of instruction. 
'Virtual universitied also work toward a tecbnologically-compelled increase in the 

productivity of those iiving insmctors that remain, enveloping them in email, Web site 
downioads and uploads, and multiple teaching requirements-the academic equivaient of 

speeding-up the assernbly line. 
Such changes produce tensions. As we suggested in Chapter 4, the late 1980s and 

1990s have in fact seen an upsurge in dissent by students and iasiructors. Teaching 
assistants' strikes have spread across North Americatl campuses; graduate students are now 



an important constituency for labour organizing- Strikes by college insûuctors are no rarity. 
Indeed, on certain university campuses, including some of the most 'traditionalist,' regulac 

university faculty are now unionised-sometising that would have been largely unthinkable 

even a decade ago. There have been a wave of student protes&-demonstrations, strikes, 

occupations-- against rising tuition fees and &bt loads. It is possible that there are in 

Canada actually more students 'on the streets' participating in such actions than in the 

famed revolts of the 1960s and 70s-revolts which for many of the participants in today's 

rebellions seem part of a remote and faintly mythic pastb3 

Today's campus activism certainly has a very different flavour h m  that of twenty- 

five years ago. For while the revolts of the 60s recognized and resisted the movement 

towards integration of the university "knowledge factory" into the capitalist economy (the 

rnilitary-industriai complelr), the fact that this process was only partially advanced 
(combined with the relative affluence of the period) gave the student revolt of this era 
certain removal h m  the world of the labour market. If it aliowed campuses, or parts of 

them, to become ternporary 'red ghettoes' or 'autonomous zones,' it also rneant a 

fundamental divorce between what was experienced in these spheres and the more general 

conditions of work and exploitation. 

Today, the absolute fusion of academia with business, and its subordination to the 

job-market , removes such relative freedom. But it opens the way for co~ections between 

both students and instmctors and other waged and unwaged workers. It d e s  their 

conditions f a .  closer to that of the rest of the labour force. If they consequenîiy lose the 

latitudes of action relative privilege once fiordecl, they also become potentially participant 

in and connected to movements formerly outside the university, movements for whom 

academia can therefore also become a node within the circulation of stmggles. The 
conventional distinction so ofien made between 'university' and the 'reai' world, a 

distinction at once seE-deprecating and seIf-protective, becornes less and less relevant. 

Writing in a E m p a n  context, Negri and I suggest chat these tendencies 

may create the grounds for a new different relation between dissenting academics and 

oppositional social movements. Rather than descending fimm the beights of the university 

to commit themselves to a cause largely extemai to their daily experience, possibilities 

emerge for acadernics to make more "transversen connections .w Academics perhaps lose 

the pretensions to be the bearer of great truths and grand analysis, but become the &ers 

of particular skiiis, howledges and accesses useful to movements in which they participate 

on the basis of certain commonalities with d e r  members of the pst-Fordist proletariat6' 

This process of "transversen connection is, in mith, difficult. Corporatization 

weeds-out the programs and centres that provide points of comection. Speed-ups in the 



university labour process d u c e  tinie for such activities- Nevertheless. the possibüities do 

exist. They indu& the conduct of research on topics, and by rnethods, of value to labour. 
ecological, feminist and other social movements; the constnrction of cumcula that address 

the concems of these constituencies; the invitation of activists and analysts from these 

movements onto campuses and into lectures and seminars; and-by no means les t  

important--use of the university's connection to the great communication networks of the 

era in order to relay news and analysis that are marginalized by the rnainstteam media. 

On Optimism and Pessimism 

Underlying the corporate invasion of the universiy is one fundamental 

contradiction. In academia, as elsewhere, labour power is never completely controllable. 

Capitai may harness people's desire for knowledge to its own ends, but it cannot eliminate 

the possibility they will learn and teach differently. One crucial aspect of teaching 

differently is to address critically the utopian promises of the 'information revolution.' 

It is both very importaut, and relatively easy, to demonstrate how hoUow these 

promises have proven over the last three decades: how they have brought the rnajority of 
people in Europe and North America not new technologically-generated wealth, but 

declining or stagnant real wages; how the mirage of increased, enriched leisure has 

evaporated into rates of unemployment and poverty unimaginable twenty years ago; how 

the 'knowledge class' that was to humanize capital has found itself pink-slipped by its 

corporate masters, sharing the welfare line with millions of others; how the high-skiil, 

high-tech service jobs are îiactional compared to the burgeoning mass of poorly paid and 

precarious 'McJobsl; how the 'cooperative' workplace is terrorized by downsizing, 

closures and concessionary mU-backs; how the heralded multiplication of media channels 

masks an intensifying concentration of ownership; how promises of 'ail infonnation 

everywhere' translates into a vast extension of property rights and corporate power. From 
this point of view, the utopianisrn of the information revolutionaries is mere h u d .  

However, this approach, unalloyed, c m  simply reinforce despair and cyaicism. 

Demystification, practiced alone, leads to a &ad end. The more difficult task is to identify 

the possibilities of things being other than they are. As Raymond Williams wrote, the 

crucial challenge is "making hope practicai, rather than despair ~onvincing."~~ For this 

purpose, we have found the perspective of autonomist Marxism particularly uscful. For it 

shows how the informaSion revolution came into king as a result of social stniggles-as 
part of a vast reswcturing capital intended to evade and suppress intemational opposition. 

More importantly , it suggests that this informational cestructuring, rather than pacifying 



conflict has only displaceci it-so that the lines of stxuggle now nui dong the inside of the 
very technological systems deployed to overcome them. 

To contain crisis. capital has been compeiied to set in motion agents and subjects 
whose implications outrun its control. As Marx observed, by it incessant revolutionizing of 
industry, bourgeois society has "conjured up such gigantic means of production and of 
exchange" that it becomes like "a sorcerer, who is no longer able to control the powers of 
the nether world which he has called up by his spells."67 If workers' refusal of work has 
resulted in extraordinary levels of automation, it is by no means certain that the wage-fonn 
can survive this innovation. If local militancies have provoked capital to seek global 
mobility, the very communications networks on which such flight depends become the 
threads of new, transnational solidarities. if people's desires for education and self- 

development have been made the stuff of a knowledge-for-profit economy, this new 
collective intelligence nrnis to criticize the human and environmentai costs of its 
development-and to devise alternatives. 

At the very high level of technoscientific development which the 'information 
revolution' represents, capital finds itseif dependent on levels of cooperative activity, 
unimpeded communication, and free circulation of knowledge, which, rather than king 
easily integrated within its logic, stand in tension with its command. Thus the 'utopian' 
possibiliiies adumbrated in the discourse of information revolution cannot just be written 

off as false promises. Rather, they also represent real potentialities, openings ont0 new 
horizons, latencies that push against the ceihgs capital must impose. They are a refracted 
and distorted index of sornething that threatens to escape enclosure. signs of a world 
autonomous from capital, uprising within it at the very moment it seems to have swallowed 
the entire pla.net. 

We invite the charge of king too optimistic. But our optimism is methodological. 
The slogan Gramsci adopted h m  his idealist mentors, "Pessimism of the inteiiect, 
optimism of the will," is insufficieut, for it can suggest commitmeat to a struggle perceived 
at some level as futile. The dissolution of capitalism by a better, communist, society 
deserves to be inscribed within the horizon of the possible. Therefore, without denying 
great obstacles, we have sought to i d e n t .  the agencies that move toward tbis end. Our 
hypothesis is that the recognition, analysis and discussion of such stmggles fosters theu 
development, accelerates their circulation, and assists in the h'beration of "general intellect." 
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