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General intellect 

 

  

“The idea that there is a political conflict inherent in the development of the 

knowledge-based economy has its origins in a few prescient pages on 
technoscientific development in Marx's Grundrisse (a series of notebooks 

representing his first attempt at an all-encompassing critique of political 

economy). Here Marx uses the phrase "general intellect" to refer to the 

fundamental human capacities lying at the basis of all socially produced 

knowledge. The Italian autonomist interpretation of these passages – commonly 

known as the "fragment on machines" – begins in Toni Negri's Marx beyond 

Marx, published in French and Italian in 1979, a complex and pioneering work 

that's worth a serious read. However, a more immediately accessible reference 

point for the discussion of the fragment on machines can be found in an incisive 

and pragmatic text by Paolo Virno, initially written for the French journal Futur 

Antérieur in 1992, then reformulated for an Italian publication at the turn of the 

millennium. Marx's extraordinarily far-seeing text and Virno's succinct 

commentary offer the perfect entry-points for anyone seeking to understand 

what's at stake in the term "cognitive capitalism." 

The “Fragment on Machines” 

Karl Marx 

The labour process. – Fixed capital. Means of labour. Machine. – Fixed 

capital. Transposition of powers of labour into powers of capital both in fixed 

and in circulating capital. – To what extent fixed capital (machine) creates 

value. – Lauderdale. Machine presupposes a mass of workers. 

Capital which consumes itself in the production process, or fixed capital, is the means of 

production in the strict sense. In a broader sense the entire production process and each 

of its moments, such as circulation – as regards its material side – is only a means of 

production for capital, for which value alone is the end in itself. Regarded as a physical 

substance, the raw material itself is a means of production for the product etc. 

But the determination that the use value of fixed capital is that which eats itself up in the 

production process is identical to the proposition that it is used in this process only as a 

means, and itself exists merely as an agency for the transformation of the raw material 

into the product. As such a means of production, its use value can be that it is merely 

the technological condition for the occurrence of the process (the site where the 

production process proceeds), as with buildings etc., or that it is a direct condition of 

http://libcom.org/files/Negri%20-%20Marx%20Beyond%20Marx%20-%20Lessons%20on%20the%20Grundrisse.pdf
http://libcom.org/files/Negri%20-%20Marx%20Beyond%20Marx%20-%20Lessons%20on%20the%20Grundrisse.pdf
http://libcom.org/files/Negri%20-%20Marx%20Beyond%20Marx%20-%20Lessons%20on%20the%20Grundrisse.pdf
http://multitudes.samizdat.net/Quelques-notes-a-propos-du-general
http://multitudes.samizdat.net/Quelques-notes-a-propos-du-general
http://multitudes.samizdat.net/Quelques-notes-a-propos-du-general


2 
 

the action of the means of production proper, like all matières instrumentales. Both are in 

turn only the material presuppositions for the production process generally, or for the 

employment and maintenance of the means of labour. The latter, however, in the 

proper sense, serves only within production and for production, and has no other use 

value. 

Originally, when we examined the development of value into capital, the labour process 

was simply included within capital, and, as regards its physical conditions, its material 

presence, capital appeared as the totality of the conditions of this process, and 

correspondingly sorted itself out into certain qualitatively different parts, material of 

labour (this, not raw material, is the correct expression of the concept), means of labour 

and living labour. On one side, capital was divided into these three elements in 

accordance with its material composition; on the other, the labour process (or the 

merging of these elements into each other within the process) was their moving unity, 

the product their static unity. In this form, the material elements – material of labour, 

means of labour and living labour – appeared merely as the essential moments of the 

labour process itself, which capital appropriates. But this material side – or, its character 

as use value and as real process – did not at all coincide with its formal side. In the 

latter, 

(1) the three elements in which it appears before the exchange with labour capacity, 

before the real process, appeared merely as quantitatively different portions of itself, as 

quantities of value of which it, itself, as sum, forms the unity. The physical form, the use 

value, in which these different portions existed did not in any way alter their formal 

identity from this side. As far as their formal side was concerned, they appeared only as 

quantitative subdivisions of capital; 

(2) within the process itself, as regards the form, the elements of labour and the two 

others were distinct only in so far as the latter were specified as constant values, and 

the former as value-positing. But as far as their distinctness as use values, their material 

side was concerned, this fell entirely outside the capital's specific character as form. 

Now, however, with the distinction between circulating capital (raw material and 

product) and fixed capital (means of labour), the distinctness of the elements as use 

values is posited simultaneously as a distinction within capital as capital, on its formal 

side. The relation between the factors, which had been merely quantitative, now 

appears as a qualitative division within capital itself, and as a determinant of its total 

movement (turnover). Likewise, the material of labour and the product of labour, this 

neutral precipitate of the labour process, are already, as raw material and product, 

materially specified no longer as material and product of labour, but rather as the use 

value of capital itself in different phases. 
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As long as the means of labour remains a means of labour in the proper sense of the 

term, such as it is directly, historically, adopted by capital and included in its realization 

process, it undergoes a merely formal modification, by appearing now as a means of 

labour not only in regard to its material side, but also at the same time as a particular 

mode of the presence of capital, determined by its total process – as fixed capital. But, 

once adopted into the production process of capital, the means of labour passes 

through different metamorphoses, whose culmination is the machine, or rather, an 

automatic system of machinery (system of machinery: the automatic one is merely its most 

complete, most adequate form, and alone transforms machinery into a system), set in 

motion by an automaton, a moving power that moves itself; this automaton consisting of 

numerous mechanical and intellectual organs, so that the workers themselves are cast 

merely as its conscious linkages. In the machine, and even more in machinery as an 

automatic system, the use value, i.e. the material quality of the means of labour, is 

transformed into an existence adequate to fixed capital and to capital as such; and the 

form in which it was adopted into the production process of capital, the direct means of 

labour, is superseded by a form posited by capital itself and corresponding to it. In no 

way does the machine appear as the individual worker's means of labour. Its 

distinguishing characteristic is not in the least, as with the means of labour, to transmit 

the worker's activity to the object; this activity, rather, is posited in such a way that it 

merely transmits the machine's work, the machine's action, on to the raw material – 

supervises it and guards against interruptions. Not as with the instrument, which the 

worker animates and makes into his organ with his skill and strength, and whose 

handling therefore depends on his virtuosity. Rather, it is the machine which possesses 

skill and strength in place of the worker, is itself the virtuoso, with a soul of its own in 

the mechanical laws acting through it; and it consumes coal, oil etc. (matières 

instrumentales), just as the worker consumes food, to keep up its perpetual motion. The 

worker's activity, reduced to a mere abstraction of activity, is determined and regulated 

on all sides by the movement of the machinery, and not the opposite. The science which 

compels the inanimate limbs of the machinery, by their construction, to act purposefully, 

as an automaton, does not exist in the worker's consciousness, but rather acts upon 

him through the machine as an alien power, as the power of the machine itself. The 

appropriation of living labour by objectified labour – of the power or activity which 

creates value by value existing for-itself – which lies in the concept of capital, is posited, 

in production resting on machinery, as the character of the production process itself, 

including its material elements and its material motion. The production process has 

ceased to be a labour process in the sense of a process dominated by labour as its 

governing unity. Labour appears, rather, merely as a conscious organ, scattered among 

the individual living workers at numerous points of the mechanical system; subsumed 

under the total process of the machinery itself, as itself only a link of the system, whose 

unity exists not in the living workers, but rather in the living (active) machinery, which 
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confronts his individual, insignificant doings as a mighty organism. In machinery, 

objectified labour confronts living labour within the labour process itself as the power 

which rules it; a power which, as the appropriation of living labour, is the form of 

capital. The transformation of the means of labour into machinery, and of living labour 

into a mere living accessory of this machinery, as the means of its action, also posits the 

absorption of the labour process in its material character as a mere moment of the 

realization process of capital. The increase of the productive force of labour and the 

greatest possible negation of necessary labour is the necessary tendency of capital, as we 

have seen. The transformation of the means of labour into machinery is the realization 

of this tendency. In machinery, objectified labour materially confronts living labour as a 

ruling power and as an active subsumption of the latter under itself, not only by 

appropriating it, but in the real production process itself; the relation of capital as value 

which appropriates value-creating activity is, in fixed capital existing as machinery, 

posited at the same time as the relation of the use value of capital to the use value of 

labour capacity; further, the value objectified in machinery appears as a presupposition 

against which the value-creating power of the individual labour capacity is an 

infinitesimal, vanishing magnitude; the production in enormous mass quantities which is 

posited with machinery destroys every connection of the product with the direct need 

of the producer, and hence with direct use value; it is already posited in the form of the 

product's production and in the relations in which it is produced that it is produced only 

as a conveyor of value, and its use value only as condition to that end. In machinery, 

objectified labour itself appears not only in the form of product or of the product 

employed as means of labour, but in the form of the force of production itself. The 

development of the means of labour into machinery is not an accidental moment of 

capital, but is rather the historical reshaping of the traditional, inherited means of labour 

into a form adequate to capital. The accumulation of knowledge and of skill, of the 

general productive forces of the social brain, is thus absorbed into capital, as opposed to 

labour, and hence appears as an attribute of capital, and more specifically of fixed capital, 

in so far as it enters into the production process as a means of production proper. 

Machinery appears, then, as the most adequate form of fixed capital, and fixed capital, in 

so far as capital's relations with itself are concerned, appears as the most adequate form 

of capital as such. In another respect, however, in so far as fixed capital is condemned to 

an existence within the confines of a specific use value, it does not correspond to the 

concept of capital, which, as value, is indifferent to every specific form of use value, and 

can adopt or shed any of them as equivalent incarnations. In this respect, as regards 

capital's external relations, it is circulating capital which appears as the adequate form of 

capital, and not fixed capital. 

Further, in so far as machinery develops with the accumulation of society's science, of 

productive force generally, general social labour presents itself not in labour but in 
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capital. The productive force of society is measured in fixed capital, exists there in its 

objective form; and, inversely, the productive force of capital grows with this general 

progress, which capital appropriates free of charge. This is not the place to go into the 

development of machinery in detail; rather only in its general aspect; in so far as the 

means of labour, as a physical thing, loses its direct form, becomes fixed capital, and 

confronts the worker physically as capital. In machinery, knowledge appears as alien, 

external to him; and living labour [as] subsumed under self-activating objectified labour. 

The worker appears as superfluous to the extent that his action is not determined by 

[capital's] requirements. 

The full development of capital, therefore, takes place – or capital has posited the mode 

of production corresponding to it – only when the means of labour has not only taken 

the economic form of fixed capital, but has also been suspended in its immediate form, 

and when fixed capital appears as a machine within the production process, opposite 

labour; and the entire production process appears as not subsumed under the direct 

skillfulness of the worker, but rather as the technological application of science. [It is,] 

hence, the tendency of capital to give production a scientific character; direct labour [is] 

reduced to a mere moment of this process. As with the transformation of value into 

capital, so does it appear in the further development of capital, that it presupposes a 

certain given historical development of the productive forces on one side – science too 

[is] among these productive forces – and, on the other, drives and forces them further 

onwards. 

Thus the quantitative extent and the effectiveness (intensity) to which capital is 

developed as fixed capital indicate the general degree to which capital is developed as 

capital, as power over living labour, and to which it has conquered the production 

process as such. Also, in the sense that it expresses the accumulation of objectified 

productive forces, and likewise of objectified labour. However, while capital gives itself 

its adequate form as use value within the production process only in the form of 

machinery and other material manifestations of fixed capital, such as railways etc. (to 

which we shall return later), this in no way means that this use value – machinery as 

such – is capital, or that its existence as machinery is identical with its existence as 

capital; any more than gold would cease to have use value as gold if it were no longer 

money. Machinery does not lose its use value as soon as it ceases to be capital. While 

machinery is the most appropriate form of the use value of fixed capital, it does not at 

all follow that therefore subsumption under the social relation of capital is the most 

appropriate and ultimate social relation of production for the application of machinery. 

To the degree that labour time – the mere quantity of labour – is posited by capital as 

the sole determinant element, to that degree does direct labour and its quantity 
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disappear as the determinant principle of production – of the creation of use values – 

and is reduced both quantitatively, to a smaller proportion, and qualitatively, as an, of 

course, indispensable but subordinate moment, compared to general scientific labour, 

technological application of natural sciences, on one side, and to the general productive 

force arising from social combination [Gliederung] in total production on the other side – 

a combination which appears as a natural fruit of social labour (although it is a historic 

product). Capital thus works towards its own dissolution as the form dominating 

production. 

While, then, in one respect the transformation of the production process from the 

simple labour process into a scientific process, which subjugates the forces of nature and 

compels them to work in the service of human needs, appears as a quality of fixed capital 

in contrast to living labour; while individual labour as such has ceased altogether to 

appear as productive, is productive, rather, only in these common labours which 

subordinate the forces of nature to themselves, and while this elevation of direct labour 

into social labour appears as a reduction of individual labour to the level of helplessness 

in face of the communality [Gemeinsamkeit] represented by and concentrated in capital; 

so does it now appear, in another respect, as a quality of circulating capital, to maintain 

labour in one branch of production by means of coexisting labour in another. In small-

scale circulation, capital advances the worker the wages which the latter exchanges for 

products necessary for his consumption. The money he obtains has this power only 

because others are working alongside him at the same time; and capital can give him 

claims on alien labour, in the form of money, only because it has appropriated his own 

labour. This exchange of one's own labour with alien labour appears here not as 

mediated and determined by the simultaneous existence of the labour of others, but 

rather by the advance which capital makes. The worker's ability to engage in the 

exchange of substances necessary for his consumption during production appears as due 

to an attribute of the part of circulating capital which is paid to the worker, and of 

circulating capital generally. It appears not as an exchange of substances between the 

simultaneous labour powers, but as the metabolism [Stoffwechsel] of capital; as the 

existence of circulating capital. Thus all powers of labour are transposed into powers of 

capital; the productive power of labour into fixed capital (posited as external to labour 

and as existing independently of it (as object [sachlich]); and, in circulating capital, the 

fact that the worker himself has created the conditions for the repetition of his labour, 

and that the exchange of this, his labour, is mediated by the co-existing labour of others, 

appears in such a way that capital gives him an advance and posits the simultaneity of the 

branches of labour. (These last two aspects actually belong to accumulation.) Capital in 

the form of circulating capital posits itself as mediator between the different workers. 

Fixed capital, in its character as means of production, whose most adequate form [is] 
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machinery, produces value, i.e. increases the value of the product, in only two respects: 

(1) in so far as it has value; i.e. is itself the product of labour, a certain quantity of labour 

in objectified form; (2) in so far as it increases the relation of surplus labour to 

necessary labour, by enabling labour, through an increase of its productive power, to 

create a greater mass of the products required for the maintenance of living labour 

capacity in a shorter time. It is therefore a highly absurd bourgeois assertion that the 

worker shares with the capitalist, because the latter, with fixed capital (which is, as far as 

that goes, itself a product of labour, and of alien labour merely appropriated by capital) 

makes labour easier for him (rather, he robs it of all independence and attractive 

character, by means of the machine), or makes his labour shorter. Capital employs 

machinery, rather, only to the extent that it enables the worker to work a larger part of 

his time for capital, to relate to a larger part of his time as time which does not belong 

to him, to work longer for another. Through this process, the amount of labour 

necessary for the production of a given object is indeed reduced to a minimum, but only 

in order to realize a maximum of labour in the maximum number of such objects. The 

first aspect is important, because capital here – quite unintentionally – reduces human 

labour, expenditure of energy, to a minimum. This will redound to the benefit of 

emancipated labour, and is the condition of its emancipation. From what has been said, 

it is clear how absurd Lauderdale is when he wants to make fixed capital into an 

independent source of value, independent of labour time. It is such a source only in so 

far as it is itself objectified labour time, and in so far as it posits surplus labour time. The 

employment of machinery itself historically presupposes – see above, Ravenstone – 

superfluous hands. Machinery inserts itself to replace labour only where there is an 

overflow of labour powers. Only in the imagination of economists does it leap to the aid 

of the individual worker. It can be effective only with masses of workers, whose 

concentration relative to capital is one of its historic presuppositions, as we have seen. 

It enters not in order to replace labour power where this is lacking, but rather in order 

to reduce massively available labour power to its necessary measure. Machinery enters 

only where labour capacity is on hand in masses. (Return to this.) 

Lauderdale believes himself to have made the great discovery that machinery does not 

increase the productive power of labour, because it rather replaces the latter, or does 

what labour cannot do with its own power. It belongs to the concept of capital that the 

increased productive force of labour is posited rather as the increase of a force [Kraft] 

outside itself, and as labour's own debilitation [Entkräftung]. The hand tool makes the 

worker independent – posits him as proprietor. Machinery – as fixed capital - - posits 

him as dependent, posits him as appropriated. This effect of machinery holds only in so 

far as it is cast into the role of fixed capital, and this it is only because the worker 

relates to it as wage-worker, and the active individual generally, as mere worker. 
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Fixed capital and circulating capital as two particular kinds of capital. Fixed capital and 

continuity of the production process. – Machinery and living labour. (Business of 

inventing) While, up to now, fixed capital and circulating capital appeared merely as 

different passing aspects of capital, they have now hardened into two particular modes 

of its existence, and fixed capital appears separately alongside circulating capital. They 

are now two particular kinds of capital. In so far as a capital is examined in a particular 

branch of production, it appears as divided into these two portions, or splits into these 

two kinds of capital in certain p[rop]ortions. 

The division within the production process, originally between means of labour and 

material of labour, and finally product of labour, now appears as circulating capital (the 

last two) and fixed capital [the first]. The split within capital as regards its merely 

physical aspect has now entered into its form itself, and appears as differentiating it. 

From a viewpoint such as Lauderdale‟s etc., who would like to have capital as such, 

separately from labour, create value and hence also surplus value (or profit), fixed capital 

– namely that whose physical presence or use value is machinery – is the form which 

gives their superficial fallacies still the greatest semblance of validity. The answer to 

them, e.g. in Labour Defended, [is] that the road-builder may share [profits] with the 

road-user, but the „road‟ itself cannot do so‟ (Hodgskin, p. 16). 

Circulating capital – presupposing that it really passes through its different phases – 

brings about the decrease or increase, the brevity or length of circulation time, the 

easier or more troublesome completion of the different stages of circulation, a decrease 

of the surplus value which could be created in a given period of time without these 

interruptions – either because the number of reproductions grows smaller, or because the 

quantity of capital continuously engaged in the production process is reduced. In both cases 

this is not a reduction of the initial value, but rather a reduction of the rate of its 

growth. From the moment, however, when fixed capital has developed to a certain 

extent – and this extent, as we indicated, is the measure of the development of large 

industry generally – hence fixed capital increases in proportion to the development of 

large industry‟s productive forces – it is itself the objectification of these productive 

forces, as presupposed product – from this instant on, every interruption of the 

production process acts as a direct reduction of capital itself, of its initial value. The 

value of fixed capital is reproduced only in so far as it is used up in the production 

process. Through disuse it loses its use value without its value passing on to the 

product. Hence, the greater the scale on which fixed capital develops, in the sense in 

which we regard it here, the more does the continuity of the production process or the 

constant flow of reproduction become an externally compelling condition for the mode 

of production founded on capital. 



9 
 

In machinery, the appropriation of living labour by capital achieves a direct reality in this 

respect as well: It is, firstly, the analysis and application of mechanical and chemical laws, 

arising directly out of science, which enables the machine to perform the same labour as 

that previously performed by the worker. However, the development of machinery 

along this path occurs only when large industry has already reached a higher stage, and 

all the sciences have been pressed into the service of capital; and when, secondly, the 

available machinery itself already provides great capabilities. Invention then becomes a 

business, and the application of science to direct production itself becomes a prospect 

which determines and solicits it. But this is not the road along which machinery, by and 

large, arose, and even less the road on which it progresses in detail. This road is, rather, 

dissection [Analyse] – through the division of labour, which gradually transforms the 

workers‟ operations into more and more mechanical ones, so that at a certain point a 

mechanism can step into their places. (See under economy of power.) Thus, the specific 

mode of working here appears directly as becoming transferred from the worker to 

capital in the form of the machine, and his own labour capacity devalued thereby. Hence 

the workers‟ struggle against machinery. What was the living worker‟s activity becomes 

the activity of the machine. Thus the appropriation of labour by capital confronts the 

worker in a coarsely sensuous form; capital absorbs labour into itself – „as though its 

body were by love possessed‟ (Goethe‟s Faust). 

Contradiction between the foundation of bourgeois production (value as 

measure) and its development. Machines etc. 

The exchange of living labour for objectified labour – i.e. the positing of social labour in 

the form of the contradiction of capital and wage labour – is the ultimate development 

of the value-relation and of production resting on value. Its presupposition is – and 

remains – the mass of direct labour time, the quantity of labour employed, as the 

determinant factor in the production of wealth. But to the degree that large industry 

develops, the creation of real wealth comes to depend less on labour time and on the 

amount of labour employed than on the power of the agencies set in motion during 

labour time, whose „powerful effectiveness‟ is itself in turn out of all proportion to the 

direct labour time spent on their production, but depends rather on the general state of 

science and on the progress of technology, or the application of this science to 

production. (The development of this science, especially natural science, and all others 

with the latter, is itself in turn related to the development of material production.) 

Agriculture, e.g., becomes merely the application of the science of material metabolism, 

its regulation for the greatest advantage of the entire body of society. Real wealth 

manifests itself, rather – and large industry reveals this – in the monstrous disproportion 

between the labour time applied, and its product, as well as in the qualitative imbalance 

between labour, reduced to a pure abstraction, and the power of the production 
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process it superintends. Labour no longer appears so much to be included within the 

production process; rather, the human being comes to relate more as watchman and 

regulator to the production process itself. (What holds for machinery holds likewise for 

the combination of human activities and the development of human intercourse.) No 

longer does the worker insert a modified natural thing [Naturgegenstand] as middle link 

between the object [Objekt] and himself; rather, he inserts the process of nature, 

transformed into an industrial process, as a means between himself and inorganic 

nature, mastering it. He steps to the side of the production process instead of being its 

chief actor. In this transformation, it is neither the direct human labour he himself 

performs, nor the time during which he works, but rather the appropriation of his own 

general productive power, his understanding of nature and his mastery over it by virtue 

of his presence as a social body – it is, in a word, the development of the social 

individual which appears as the great foundation-stone of production and of wealth. The 

theft of alien labour time, on which the present wealth is based, appears a miserable 

foundation in face of this new one, created by large-scale industry itself. As soon as 

labour in the direct form has ceased to be the great well-spring of wealth, labour time 

ceases and must cease to be its measure, and hence exchange value [must cease to be 

the measure] of use value. The surplus labour of the mass has ceased to be the condition 

for the development of general wealth, just as the non-labour of the few, for the 

development of the general powers of the human head. With that, production based on 

exchange value breaks down, and the direct, material production process is stripped of 

the form of penury and antithesis. The free development of individualities, and hence 

not the reduction of necessary labour time so as to posit surplus labour, but rather the 

general reduction of the necessary labour of society to a minimum, which then 

corresponds to the artistic, scientific etc. development of the individuals in the time set 

free, and with the means created, for all of them. Capital itself is the moving 

contradiction, [in] that it presses to reduce labour time to a minimum, while it posits 

labour time, on the other side, as sole measure and source of wealth. Hence it 

diminishes labour time in the necessary form so as to increase it in the superfluous 

form; hence posits the superfluous in growing measure as a condition – question of life 

or death – for the necessary. On the one side, then, it calls to life all the powers of 

science and of nature, as of social combination and of social intercourse, in order to 

make the creation of wealth independent (relatively) of the labour time employed on it. 

On the other side, it wants to use labour time as the measuring rod for the giant social 

forces thereby created, and to confine them within the limits required to maintain the 

already created value as value. Forces of production and social relations – two different 

sides of the development of the social individual – appear to capital as mere means, and 

are merely means for it to produce on its limited foundation. In fact, however, they are 

the material conditions to blow this foundation sky-high. „Truly wealthy a nation, when 

the working day is 6 rather than 12 hours. Wealth is not command over surplus labour 
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time‟ (real wealth), „but rather, disposable time outside that needed in direct production, 

for every individual and the whole society.‟ (The Source and Remedy etc. 1821, p. 6.) 

Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electric telegraphs, self-acting 

mules etc. These are products of human industry; natural material transformed into 

organs of the human will over nature, or of human participation in nature. They are 

organs of the human brain, created by the human hand; the power of knowledge, 

objectified. The development of fixed capital indicates to what degree general social 

knowledge has become a direct force of production, and to what degree, hence, the 

conditions of the process of social life itself have come under the control of the general 

intellect and been transformed in accordance with it. To what degree the powers of 

social production have been produced, not only in the form of knowledge, but also as 

immediate organs of social practice, of the real life process. 

Significance of the development of fixed capital (for the development of 

capital generally). Relation between the creation of fixed capital and 

circulating capital. Disposable time. To create it, chief role of capital. 

Contradictory form of the same in capital. – Productivity of labour and 

production of fixed capital. (The Source and Remedy.) – Use and consume: 

Economist. Durability of fixed capital 

The development of fixed capital indicates in still another respect the degree of development of 

wealth generally, or of capital. The aim of production oriented directly towards use value, 

as well as of that directly oriented towards exchange value, is the product itself, 

destined for consumption. The part of production which is oriented towards the 

production of fixed capital does not produce direct objects of individual gratification, 

nor direct exchange values; at least not directly realizable exchange values. Hence, only 

when a certain degree of productivity has already been reached – so that a part of production 

time is sufficient for immediate production – can an increasingly large part be applied to the 

production of the means of production. This requires that society be able to wait; that a 

large part of the wealth already created can be withdrawn both from immediate 

consumption and from production for immediate consumption, in order to employ this 

part for labour which is not immediately productive (within the material production 

process itself). This requires a certain level of productivity and of relative 

overabundance, and, more specifically, a level directly related to the transformation of 

circulating capital into fixed capital. As the magnitude of relative surplus labour depends on 

the productivity of necessary labour, so does the magnitude of labour time – living as well as 

objectified – employed on the production of fixed capital depend on the productivity of the 

labour time spent in the direct production of products. Surplus population (from this 

standpoint), as well as surplus production, is a condition for this. That is; the output of the 
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time employed in direct production must be larger, relatively, than is directly required 

for the reproduction of the capital employed in these branches of industry. The smaller 

the direct fruits borne by fixed capital, the less it intervenes in the direct production 

process, the greater must be this relative surplus population and surplus production; thus, 

more to build railways, canals, aqueducts, telegraphs etc. than to build the machinery 

directly active in the direct production process. Hence – a subject to which we will 

return later – in the constant under- and overproduction of modern industry – constant 

fluctuations and convulsions arise from the disproportion, when sometimes too little, 

then again too much circulating capital is transformed into fixed capital. 

The creation of a large quantity of disposable time apart from necessary labour time for 

society generally and each of its members (i.e. room for the development of the 

individuals‟ full productive forces, hence those of society also), this creation of not-

labour time appears in the stage of capital, as of all earlier ones, as not-labour time, free 

time, for a few. What capital adds is that it increases the surplus labour time of the mass 

by all the means of art and science, because its wealth consists directly in the 

appropriation of surplus labour time; since value directly its purpose, not use value. It is 

thus, despite itself, instrumental in creating the means of social disposable time, in order 

to reduce labour time for the whole society to a diminishing minimum, and thus to free 

everyone‟s time for their own development. But its tendency always, on the one side, to 

create disposable time, on the other, to convert it into surplus labour. If it succeeds too well 

at the first, then it suffers from surplus production, and then necessary labour is 

interrupted, because no surplus labour can be realized by capital. The more this 

contradiction develops, the more does it become evident that the growth of the forces 

of production can no longer be bound up with the appropriation of alien labour, but that 

the mass of workers must themselves appropriate their own surplus labour. Once they 

have done so – and disposable time thereby ceases to have an antithetical existence – 

then, on one side, necessary labour time will be measured by the needs of the social 

individual, and, on the other, the development of the power of social production will 

grow so rapidly that, even though production is now calculated for the wealth of all, 

disposable time will grow for all. For real wealth is the developed productive power of 

all individuals. The measure of wealth is then not any longer, in any way, labour time, but 

rather disposable time. Labour time as the measure of value posits wealth itself as founded 

on poverty, and disposable time as existing in and because of the antithesis to surplus 

labour time; or, the positing of an individual‟s entire time as labour time, and his 

degradation therefore to mere worker, subsumption under labour. The most developed 

machinery thus forces the worker to work longer than the savage does, or than he himself did 

with the simplest, crudest tools. 

„If the entire labour of a country were sufficient only to raise the support of the whole 
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population, there would be no surplus labour, consequently nothing that could be 

allowed to accumulate as capital. If in one year the people raises enough for the support 

of two years, one year‟s consumption must perish, or for one year men must cease 

from productive labour. But the possessors of [the] surplus produce or capital... employ 

people upon something not directly and immediately productive, e.g. in the erection of 

machinery. So it goes on.‟ (The Source and Remedy of the National Difficulties, p. 4.) As the 

basis on which large industry rests, the appropriation of alien labour time, ceases, with 

its development, to make up or to create wealth, so does direct labour as such cease to 

be the basis of production, since, in one respect, it is transformed more into a 

supervisory and regulatory activity; but then also because the product ceases to be the 

product of isolated direct labour, and the combination of social activity appears, rather, as 

the producer. „As soon as the division of labour is developed, almost every piece of 

work done by a single individual is a part of a whole, having no value or utility of itself. 

There is nothing on which the labourer can seize: this is my produce, this I will keep to myself.‟ 

(Labour Defended, p. 25, 1, 2, XI.) In direct exchange, individual direct labour appears as 

realized in a particular product or part of the product, and its communal, social 

character – its character as objectification of general labour and satisfaction of the 

general need – as posited through exchange alone. In the production process of large-

scale industry, by contrast, just as the conquest of the forces of nature by the social 

intellect is the precondition of the productive power of the means of labour as 

developed into the automatic process, on one side, so, on the other, is the labour of the 

individual in its direct presence posited as suspended individual, i.e. as social, labour. Thus the 

other basis of this mode of production falls away. 

The labour time employed in the production of fixed capital relates to that employed in 

the production of circulating capital, within the production process of capital itself, as 

does surplus labour time to necessary labour time. To the degree that production aimed at 

the satisfaction of immediate need becomes more productive, a greater part of 

production can be directed towards the need of production itself, or the production of 

means of production. In so far as the production of fixed capital, even in its physical 

aspect, is directed immediately not towards the production of direct use values, or 

towards the production of values required for the direct reproduction of capital – i.e. 

those which themselves in turn represent use value in the value-creation process – but 

rather towards the production of the means of value creation, that is, not towards value 

as an immediate object, but rather towards value creation, towards the means of 

realization, as an immediate object of production – the production of value posited 

physically in the object of production itself, as the aim of production, the objectification 

of productive force, the value-producing power of capital – to that extent, it is in the 

production of fixed capital that capital posits itself as end-in-itself and appears active as 

capital, to a higher power than it does in the production of circulating capital. Hence, in this 
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respect as well, the dimension already possessed by fixed capital, which its production 

occupies within total production, is the measuring rod of the development of wealth 

founded on the mode of production of capital. 

„The number of workers depends as much on circulating capital as it depends on the 

quantity of products of co-existing labour, which labourers are allowed to consume.‟ 

(Labour Defended, p. 20.) In all the excerpts cited above from various economists fixed 

capital is regarded as the part of capital which is locked into the production process. 

„Floating capital is consumed; fixed capital is merely used in the great process of 

production.‟ (Economist, VI, 1.) 4 This wrong, and holds only for the part of circulating 

capital which is itself consumed by the fixed capital, the I. The only thing consumed „in 

the great process of production‟, if this means the immediate production process, is 

fixed capital. Consumption within the production process is, however, in fact use, 

wearing-out. Furthermore, the greater durability of fixed capital must not be conceived as a 

purely physical quality. The iron and the wood which make up the bed I sleep in, or the 

stones making up the house I live in, or the marble statue which decorates a palace, are 

just as durable as iron and wood etc. used for machinery. But durability is a condition for 

the instrument, the means of production, not only on the technical ground that metals 

etc. are the chief material of all machinery, but rather because the instrument is 

destined to play the same role constantly in repeated processes of production. Its 

durability as means of production is a required quality of its use value. The more often it 

must be replaced, the costlier it is; the larger the part of capital which would have to be 

spent on it uselessly. Its durability is its existence as means of production. Its duration is 

an increase of its productive force. With circulating capital, by contrast, in so far as it is 

not transformed into fixed capital, durability is in no way connected with the act of 

production itself and is therefore not a conceptually posited moment. The fact that 

among the articles thrown into the consumption fund there are some which are in turn 

characterized as fixed capital because they are consumed slowly, and can be consumed 

by many individuals in series, is connected with further determinations (renting rather 

than buying, interest etc.) with which we are not yet here concerned. 

„Since the general introduction of soulless mechanism in British manufactures, people 

have with rare exceptions been treated as a secondary and subordinate machine, and far 

more attention has been given to the perfection of the raw materials of wood and 

metals than to those of body and spirit.‟ (p. 31. Robert Owen: Essays on the Formation of 

the Human Character, 1840, London.) 

Real saving – economy – = saving of labour time = development of productive 

force. Suspension of the contradiction between free time and labour time. – 

True conception of the process of social production 
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Real economy – saving – consists of the saving of labour time (minimum (and 

minimization) of production costs); but this saving identical with development of the 

productive force. Hence in no way abstinence from consumption, but rather the 

development of power, of capabilities of production, and hence both of the capabilities 

as well as the means of consumption. The capability to consume is a condition of 

consumption, hence its primary means, and this capability is the development of an 

individual potential, a force of production. The saving of labour time [is] equal to an 

increase of free time, i.e. time for the full development of the individual, which in turn 

reacts back upon the productive power of labour as itself the greatest productive 

power. From the standpoint of the direct production process it can be regarded as the 

production of fixed capital, this fixed capital being man himself. It goes without saying, by 

the way, that direct labour time itself cannot remain in the abstract antithesis to free 

time in which it appears from the perspective of bourgeois economy. Labour cannot 

become play, as Fourier would like, although it remains his great contribution to have 

expressed the suspension not of distribution, but of the mode of production itself, in a 

higher form, as the ultimate object. Free time – which is both idle time and time for 

higher activity – has naturally transformed its possessor into a different subject, and he 

then enters into the direct production process as this different subject. This process is 

then both discipline, as regards the human being in the process of becoming; and, at the 

same time, practice [Ausübung], experimental science, materially creative and objectifying 

science, as regards the human being who has become, in whose head exists the 

accumulated knowledge of society. For both, in so far as labour requires practical use of 

the hands and free bodily movement, as in agriculture, at the same time exercise. As the 

system of bourgeois economy has developed for us only by degrees, so too its negation, 

which is its ultimate result. We are still concerned now with the direct production 

process. When we consider bourgeois society in the long view and as a whole, then the 

final result of the process of social production always appears as the society itself, i.e. 

the human being itself in its social relations. Everything that has a fixed form, such as the 

product etc., appears as merely a moment, a vanishing moment, in this movement. The 

direct production process itself here appears only as a moment. The conditions and 

objectifications of the process are themselves equally moments of it, and its only 

subjects are the individuals, but individuals in mutual relationships, which they equally 

reproduce and produce anew. The constant process of their own movement, in which 

they renew themselves even as they renew the world of wealth they create. 

  

Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Penguin/New Left Review, 

1973), pp. 690-712  Translation: Martin Nicolaus 
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General Intellect 

Paolo Virno 

Marx‟s “Fragment on Machines,” a section of the Grundrisse, is a crucial text for the 

analysis and definition of the postfordist mode of production. Written in 1858, in the 

midst of a breathtaking series of political events, these reflections on the basic trends of 

capitalist development are not present in any of his other writings and in fact seem 

alternative to the habitual formula. 

Here Marx defends what can hardly be called a „Marxian‟ thesis. He claims that, due 

precisely to its autonomy from production, abstract knowledge – primarily yet not only 

of a scientific nature – is in the process of becoming no less than the main force of 

production and will soon relegate fragmented and repetitious labor to the fringes. This 

is the knowledge objectified in fixed capital and embedded in the automated system of 

machinery. Marx uses an attractive metaphor to refer to the knowledges that make up 

the epicentre of social production and preordain all areas of life: general intellect. “The 

development of fixed capital indicates to what degree general social knowledge has 

become a direct force of production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the 

process of social life itself have come under the control of the general intellect and been 

transformed in accordance with it.” General intellect: this English expression of unknown 

origin is perhaps a rejoinder to Rousseau‟s volonté générale, or a materialist echo of the 

nous poietikos, the impersonal and separate “active mind” discussed by Aristotle in De 

Anima. 

Given the tendency for knowledge to become predominant, labor-time becomes a 

“miserable foundation”: the worker “steps to the side of the production process instead 

of being its chief actor.” The so-called law of value (that the value of a commodity is 

determined by the labor time embodied in it) is regarded by Marx as the pillar of 

modern social relations, yet it crumbles in the face of the development of capitalism. 

Nonetheless capital continues undeterred to “want to use labor time as the measuring 

rod for the giant social forces thereby created” [that is, created by the application of 

scientific knowledge]. Watch out here: Marx says that capital does this, but we could 

also add, it does so with the aid of the organized working class movement, because the 

latter has turned wage labor into its own solid reason for being. 

At this point Marx suggests a emancipatory hypothesis radically different from those in 

his more familiar texts. In the “Fragment” the crisis of capitalism is no longer ascribed to 

the disproportions inherent in a mode of production based in reality on the labor time 
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supplied by individuals (and therefore, it is no longer due to the imbalances related to 

the full workings of the law of value, for example, the falling rate of profit). What comes 

to the foreground is instead the rending contradiction between productive processes 

that now directly and exclusively rely on science, and a unit of measure of wealth that 

still coincides with the quantity of labor embodied in the product. According to Marx, 

the development of this contradiction leads to the “breakdown of production based on 

exchange value” and therefore to communism. 

What leaps to view in the postfordist period is the full factual realization of the tendency 

described by Marx, but with no revolutionary or even conflictual consequences. Rather 

than a plethora of crises, the disproportion between the role of the knowledge 

objectified in machines and the decreasing relevance of labor time has given rise to new 

and stable forms of domination. Disposable time, a potential wealth, is manifested as 

poverty: forced layoffs, early retirement, structural unemployment and the proliferation 

of hierarchies. The radical metamorphosis of the concept of production itself is still tied 

down to the idea of working for a boss. Rather than an allusion to the overcoming of 

the existent, the “Fragment” is a sociologist‟s toolbox. It is the last chapter of a natural 

history of society. It describes an empirical reality that is now before all eyes. For 

example, at the end of the „Fragment‟ Marx claims that in a communist society, the 

whole individual will enter the productive process, without mutilations. That is, the 

individual who has changed as a result of a large amount of free time, cultural 

consumption and something like an increased “capacity to enjoy.” No one can fail to 

recognize that the postfordist labor process actually takes advantage in its way of this 

very transformation, albeit depriving it of all emancipatory qualities. What is learned, 

carried out and consumed in the time outside of labor is then utilized in the production 

of commodities, becomes a part of the use value of labor power and is computed as 

profitable resource. Even the greater “capacity to enjoy” is always on the verge of being 

turned into a laborious duty. 

In order to grasp the mainspring of conflict in this new situation we need to level a 

fundamental criticism at the “Fragment.” According to Marx, the general intellect (i.e. 

knowledge as the chief productive force) fully coincides with fixed capital, which is the 

“the power of knowledge, objectified” in the system of machinery. Marx thus neglects 

the way in which the general intellect manifests itself as living labor. The analysis of 

postfordist production compels us to make such criticism. In what has been called 

“second-generation autonomous labor” – but also in the procedural operations of 

radically innovated factories such as Fiat in Melfi – it is not difficult to see that the 

relation between knowledge and production is articulated in the linguistic cooperation 

of men and women and their concretely concerted action, rather than being exhausted 

by the system of machinery. In postfordism, conceptual and logical schemata play a 
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decisive role and cannot be reduced to fixed capital in so far as they are inseparable 

from the interaction of a plurality of living subjects. The “general intellect” includes 

formal and informal knowledge, imagination, ethical tendencies, mentalities and 

“language games.” Thoughts and discourses function in themselves as productive 

“machines” in contemporary labor and do not need to take on a mechanical body or an 

electronic soul. The matrix of conflict and the condition for small and great “disorders 

under heaven” must be discerned in the progressive rupture between general intellect 

and fixed capital that occurs in the process of the former‟s redistribution within living 

labor. 

Let us refer to all postfordist living labor (and not only some particularly qualified 

tertiary sector) as mass intellectuality, in so far as it is the depository of cognitive 

competences that cannot be objectified in machinery. Mass intellectuality is the 

preeminent form in which the general intellect is manifest today. The scientific erudition 

of the individual laborer is not in question here. What come to the fore as primary 

productive resources are only (but this “only” is crucial) the most generic aptitudes of 

the mind: the faculty of language, the disposition to learn, memory, the power of 

abstraction and correlation and the tendency towards self-reflexivity. General intellect 

needs to be understood literally as intellect in general: the faculty and power to think, 

rather than the works produced by thought (a book, an algebraic formula etc.). In order 

to represent the relationship between general intellect and living labor in postfordism 

we need to refer to the act through which any speaker draws on the inexhaustible 

potential of language to execute contingent and unrepeatable statements. Like the 

intellect and memory, language is the most common and least „specialized‟ conceivable 

given. A good example of mass intellectuality is not the scientist, but the simple speaker 

of a language. Mass intellectuality has nothing to do with a new „labor aristocracy‟; it is 

its exact opposite. 

In so far as it organizes the production process and the „life-world‟, the general intellect 

is certainly an abstraction, but a real abstraction with a material and operative function. 

However, the general intellect comprises knowledge, information and epistemological 

paradigms, so it also sharply differs from the real abstractions typical of modernity, the 

ones that embodied the principle of equivalence. While money, as the „universal 

equivalent,‟ in its independent existence embodied the commensurability of products, 

labors and subjects, the general intellect establishes the analytical premises for any kind 

of praxis. The models of social knowledge do not turn varied laboring activities into 

equivalents; rather, they present themselves as „immediately productive force.‟ They are 

not units of measure; they constitute the immeasurable presupposition of 

heterogeneous operational possibilities. 
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This change in the nature of „real abstractions‟ – the fact that social relations are 

ordered by abstract knowledge rather than the exchange of equivalents – has significant 

repercussions on the realm of the affects. More precisely, it constitutes the basis of 

contemporary cynicism (i.e. atrophy of solidarity, belligerent solipsism etc). The principle 

of equivalence was the foundation of the most rigid hierarchies and ferocious 

inequalities, yet it ensured a sort of visibility of social ties as well as a simulacrum of 

universality, so that, in an ideological and contradictory manner, the prospect of 

unconstrained mutual recognition, the ideal of egalitarian communication and various 

„theories of justice‟ all clung to it. While determining with apodictic power the premises 

of different production processes and „life-worlds,‟ the general intellect also occludes 

the possibility of a synthesis, fails to provide the unit of measure for equivalence and 

frustrates all unitary representations. Today‟s cynicism passively reflects this situation, 

making a virtue of necessity. 

The cynic recognizes the primary role of certain epistemic models in his specific context, 

as well as the absence of real equivalents; he repeals any aspiration to transparent and 

dialogical communication; from the outset, he relinquishes the search for an inter-

subjective foundation to his praxis and withdraws from reclaiming a shared criterion of 

moral judgment. The cynic dispels any illusion of prospects of „mutual recognition‟ 

between equals. The demise of the principle of equivalence manifests itself in the cynic‟s 

conduct as the restless abandonment of the demand for equality. The cynic entrusts his 

self-affirmation to the unbounded multiplication of hierarchies and inequalities that the 

centrality of knowledge in production seems to entail. 

Contemporary cynicism is a form of subaltern adaptation to the absolutely central role 

of the general intellect. 

According to the tradition that goes from Aristotle to Hanna Arendt, thinking is a 

solitary activity with no exterior manifestation. Marx‟s notion of general intellect 

contradicts this tradition. To speak of a “general intellect” is in fact to speak of a public 

intellect. We can identify at least two main effects of the public character of the intellect. 

The first one concerns the nature and form of political power. The peculiar public 

character of the intellect indirectly manifests itself in the state through the hypertrophic 

growth of the administrative apparatus. The heart of the state is no longer the political 

parliamentary system but the administration. The latter represents an authoritarian 

concretion of the general intellect, the point of fusion between knowledge and 

command and the reversed image of social cooperation. This indicates a new threshold, 

beyond the long-debated growing weight of bureaucracy in the „political body‟ and the 

priority given to decrees over laws. We are no longer confronted with well-known 
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processes of rationalization of the state; on the contrary, we now need to oppose the 

accomplished statization of the intellect. For the first time, the old expression „raison 

d‟état‟ acquires more than a metaphorical significance. 

The second effect of the public character of the intellect concerns the very nature of 

postfordism. While the traditional process of production was based on the technical 

division of tasks (the person making the pinhead did not produce its body etc.), the 

laboring action of the general intellect presupposes the common participation in the „life 

of the mind,‟ the preliminary sharing of generic communicative and cognitive skills. The 

sharing of the general intellect becomes the actual foundation of all praxis. The forms of 

concerted action based on the technical division of labor therefore contract. 

When fulfilled under a capitalist regime, the end of the division of labor translates into a 

proliferation of arbitrary hierarchies and forms of compulsion no longer mediated by 

tasks and roles. The effect of putting intellect and language, i.e. what is common, to 

work, renders the impersonal technical division of labor spurious, but also induces a 

viscid personalization of subjection. The inescapable relationship with the presence of an 

other entailed by the sharing of the intellect manifests itself as the universal re-

establishment of personal dependency. It is personal in two respects: first, one is 

dependent on a person rather than on rules invested with an anonymous and coercive 

power; second, what is subordinated is the whole person, the very aptitude of thought 

and action, in other words, each person‟s „generic existence‟ or species being (to use 

Marx‟s expression for the experience of the individual who reflects and exemplarily 

exhibits the basic powers of the human species). 

Finally, our question is whether the peculiar public character of the intellect, which is 

today the technical requirement of the production process, can be the actual basis for a 

radically new form of democracy and public sphere that is the antithesis of the one 

pivoting on the state and on its „monopoly on political decision.‟ There are two distinct 

but interdependent sides to this question: on the one hand, the general intellect can 

affirm itself as an autonomous public sphere only if its bond to the production of 

commodities and wage labor is dissolved. On the other hand, the subversion of capitalist 

relations of production can only manifest itself through the institution of a public sphere 

outside the state and of a political community that hinges on the general intellect. 

  

Translated by Arianna Bove 
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Revised by BH; see the original in Lessico Postfordista (Feltrinelli: 2001) 

Remarks 

Anyone reading Marx's text for the first time will, I suppose, have been struck by the 

extreme and prescient realism with which it describes the technological environments 

encountered by workers in modern production. "In machinery, objectified labour 

confronts living labour within the labour process itself as the power which rules it; a 

power which, as the appropriation of living labour, is the form of capital.... What was the 

living worker's activity becomes the activity of the machine." This expropriation of all 

the capacities of living labor was already evident in the most advanced factories of the 

1850's when Marx was writing; and it became a common condition with the highly 

automated assembly lines of Fordist production from the 1910's and 20's onward. Both 

Chaplin and the French director René Clair (in his 1931 film A nous la liberté) gave 

bitingly satirical portrayals of the "alien power" that Marx describes, the "moving power 

that moves itself... so that the workers themselves are cast merely as its conscious 

linkages." But are these images of technological power a la Lewis Mumford not even 

more true to life today, with regard to the vast, routinized, bureaucratized systems of 

robotized and computerized production that now gird the planet? 

Even more surprising, however, is the sudden reversal at the close of the text's 

development. "As soon as labour in the direct form has ceased to be the great well-

spring of wealth, labour time ceases and must cease to be its measure, and hence 

exchange value [must cease to be the measure] of use value. The surplus labour of the 

mass has ceased to be the condition for the development of general wealth, just as the 

non-labour of the few, for the development of the general powers of the human head." 

Marx envisions a situation where it is not the cooperative capacities of workers on the 

factory floor, but rather the social cooperation of human intellectual faculties that 

appears as the antithesis of private appropriation. Cognitive capital, in other words, 

meets it nemesis in the form of the general intellect. The curious thing is that this 

antithesis derives directly from the "job-killing" aspects of technoscientific progress, 

which, when taken to their logical extreme, render it impossible to base a value system 

on the minimal cost of the cheapest possible labor – because in the extreme or limit-

case, there is none. 

This kind of turnabout is the strength of the dialectical method, which charts the 

development of a system's internal contradictions. And it is precisely in this reversal that 

the autonomists have sought – sometimes rashly – a "principle of hope" for the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first century. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=vQI_tmnrYaIC&lpg=PA5&pg=PA147#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Paolo Virno, in the text above, is anything but rash. Instead, he is at pains to indicate 

every aspect of contemporary society that suspends and neutralizes the revolutionary 

consequences that Marx allowed himself to foresee at the end of his analysis of 

technoscientific change. His chief contribution lies in a very precise critique of Marx, 

who "neglects the way in which the general intellect manifests itself as living labor." For 

the author of the Grundrisse, "general intellect" takes entirely the form of fixed capital, 

i.e. automated machinery. For Virno and the autonomists, there is on the contrary a 

crucial role in the production process for an embodied version of general intellect. This 

knowledge incarnated by living labor is at once personal to the one who wields it and at 

the same time it is common to all, in so far as it circulates through language, perception 

and consciousness and is founded on universal human capacities. The primary 

contradiction that Virno identifies in contemporary political economy is therefore 

between the controlling force of fixed capital (the command functions sedimented in 

machines themselves) and the fluid appropriation of knowledge by living labor. 

It seems to me that this notion of a primary contradiction between fixed capital and 

living labor could be taken much further, illuminating the forms of the just-in-time 

production system, the urban built environment and the imposed behaviors of those 

who work and live within them. Strangely, this kind of approach occupies very few 

within the autonomist tradition, who as a rule do not seem particularly disposed to 

explore much of the staggering detail of technical machines (which is  pity, because only 

such knowledge can expose the dramatic and variegated field of human experience in 

the present). What Virno himself does in this text, however, is to add two indispensible 

complements and a conclusion to his initial notion of a "redistribution" of the general 

intellect within the fundamental human capacities of labor. 

The first complement or corollary to the contradiction between sedimented and living 

knowledge is the idea that the inherently public and shared nature of living knowledge 

gives rise to a kind of class backlash in the form of state bureaucracy (and, one should 

add, corporate management). Bureaucracy, with the changing and arbitrary character of 

its dispositions and edicts, is for Virno the form that is taken by living knowledge when 

it is placed in the service of hierarchical privilege, and therefore, of capital accumulation. 

It is "an authoritarian concretion of the general intellect, the point of fusion between 

knowledge and command." This is a stunning insight which restores the full range of 

latent or unconscious conflict in contemporary societies, by suggesting how the 

proliferation of continually changing rules to which we are all subject is connected at 

once to our own potentials for cooperative action, and to the class preprogatives that 

continually feed off of and seek to stymie those potentials at all levels, in order to keep 

the primary contradiction from exploding into emancipatory movements that would 

entirely abolish the current social order. A deeper understanding of how and why the 
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freedom to cooperate transforms into the compulsion to repress would undoubtedly 

take us far beyond the neutrality of current governmentality theories, which never ask 

the "why" question. The deeper reasons for much of the apparent "irrationality" of 

today's antisystemic movements would thereby be vindicated. 

The second corollary is the prevalence of contemporary cynicism, which Virno has dealt 

with at length in a text on "The Ambivalence of Disenchantment." The cynic is 

confronted by a plurality of "epistemic models," which are nothing more than the 

arbitrary and rapidly obsolescent rule-sets of state bureaucracy and corporate 

management, whose only real function is to display the power of coercion wielded by a 

limited number of agents, foreclosing any attempt to institute the possibilities of social 

cooperation. In the face of this display of arbitrary, as Virno shows, opportunism and 

fear constitute the meager resources of the cynic, who can no longer look to the ideals 

of equality that were foremerly supported in fact by the superficially equalizing role of 

money as the general equivalent. The cynic expresses a mindset of aggressive ignorance 

that appeared with particular relief in Berlusconi's Italy, before proliferating ominously 

throughout the former democracies. 

Virno's most salient point, developed with much greater philosophical depth in The 

Grammar of the Multitude, is that the general intellect produces not standardizing 

equivalence, but instead, a generalized outpouring of social creativity. The problem is 

that this rising power of multiplicity and cooperation is continually thwarted, blocked 

and turned into its opposite by the dominant value structure. The negation of otherness 

and diversity is inscribed in the built environment, reproduced and expanded by the 

productive machinery and perfected by management and bureacracy. Yet it is also 

continually resisted and new inventions and expressions of revolt surge up all the time. 

The latent conflict between the two poles appears as a driving force of cognitive 

capitalism. Virno's closing statement on all this is in reality a question, a pragmatic one, 

which also motivates the construction of this website and everything connected to it. 

How to engage in concrete projects that can lend some consistency to the ideal of a 

society outside the managerial state, and unburdened of cynical opportunism? 


