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Abstract 

 
This thesis contributes to contemporary debates around the changing nature of 

work through a critical engagement with postoperaista (workerist) thought. The categories 

and concepts of affective labour and immaterial production, particularly as developed in 

recent postworkerist research, have been important in progressing analyses of 

contemporary shifts in the arrangements of work and reproduction. The focus upon the 

affective, emotional and cognitive has contributed to an innovative reconsideration of the 

growth of service work, cognitive labour, and complex demarcations of production and 

reproduction. Ultimately, however, this thesis argues that postworkerism reaches a political 

impasse by grounding labour in an ontology of affect and reinscribing a substantialist 

account of value. The thesis identifies three key limitations to the existing postworkerist 

analyses of immaterial and affective labour: historical, intensive and extensive. Each of 

these limits is a result of the particular way in which postworkerist thought entwines a 

Spinozist ontology of affect with the category of labour. The thesis develops a critique of 

the historical construction of affective labour to address the first limit. It addresses the 

second limit by looking at the mobilisation of affect as a technique of management, and 

thus as an intensive mechanism in the control of labour. And it encounters the final limit in 

a discussion of affective technologies and their role in the extensive measurement of work. 

Having addressed these limits, I show that an analysis of affect in terms of class 

composition makes it possible to engage the question of affective labour without 

recapitulating the ontological and political impasse of postworkerism. This latter point is 

explored through the prism of affective composition. 
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Introduction: labour-capital redux 

 

Ontology, Composition, Affect presents an analysis of the relationship between theories of 

affect, labour, and value and contemporary forms of work. I carry out this analysis via a 

critical reading of the political limits of postworkerism. Postworkerism, a variation and 

development emerging out of the Italian Marxist perspective of operaismo, has made 

innovative contributions to theorising contemporary forms of labour. Postworkerists have 

also explored the political and organisational possibilities that might emerge as a result of 

the shifting arrangements of labour. Principal among these contributions are their analysis 

of immaterial and affective production, and cognitive capitalism. While I share a concern 

with these thematics, ultimately I argue that the postworkerist rendering of contemporary 

changes in the organisation of labour contains deep political limitations.  

 

To put it succinctly, the political limitations I point to arise in the ontological turn of 

postworkerism - that is, in the conflation of life and labour which occurs in the theorisation 

of immaterial, cognitive and affective production. I argue that while an attention to the 

labour-capital relation remains central to postworkerism, the political impasse of 

postworkerism is such that the thesis of immaterial production results in an affirmationist 

ontology of labour, which is therefore ultimately incapable of developing a critique of 

labour in the present. Drawing from the insights of postworkerism, but nevertheless in 

contrast to it, I argue that the relationship between affect, labour and value is heavily 

contested in late capitalism, and that therefore the analysis of the technical and political 

composition of class must be attuned to this contestation. I locate one such site of 
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contestation in the use of affect theory in contemporary managerial techniques and 

technologies, and insist that any conception of an affective political composition must 

retain a critique of work in its contemporary forms. 

 

Why work? What life? 

 
The 2008 financial and economic crisis brought into question the foundations of capitalism 

and the prospects for its future. This jeopardous condition was attributed to various causes: 

ranging from the perils of fictitious capital and value, the flight of finance from the ‘real’ 

economy, the anchorless condition of value in the absence of the gold standard, lack of 

financial regulation, to ‘banksters’ with too much power and so on. There were, of course, 

just as many remedies proposed as diagnoses. Amidst the chorus of responses were calls for 

a return to Keynesian economics, (neo)-social democracies, and anchored currencies, as 

well as the rise of the political right and theology. Unsurprisingly, the crisis provoked 

debates about how best to return capitalism to ‘normal’, whatever that might mean, or to at 

least reconfigure its reproducibility. However, within this general cacophony various more 

or less radical critiques of capitalism also proliferated.
1
 Focused less upon how to save 

capitalism, and concerned rather with the problem of what it might mean to challenge, 

subvert, refuse and overcome it, these later debates have pressed on with thinking and 

practicing an anti-capitalist politics for these times.  

 

Questions writ so large are often difficult to deal with in an immediately meaningful sense. 

Nonetheless, movements, critics and theorists have all in recent years, quite rightly, 

                                                        
1
 Online magazines, journals as well as various movements such as indignados, Occupy, and Gezi Park. See 

for example, Michelle Goldberg (2013).  
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emphasised the significance of debt as a form of control and a site of contestation. The 

analysis of debt as a mode of social, political and economic regulation has emphasised the 

debtor-creditor relation as the definitive relation of late capitalism. For example, theorists 

such as David Graeber (2011) and Maurizio Lazzarato (2013), have argued that it is along 

this axis that it is possible to best understand the social turmoils and movements of our 

times. Critiques of financialisation also focus attention on this type of relationship. To be 

sure, the issues of household debt, student debt and finance have been pivotal issues in 

movements such as Occupy. It is therefore warranted and unsurprising that contemporary 

critiques of capitalism have focused on debt, or the indebted, to frame a counter politics 

adequate to our time. 

 

While unavoidably connected to the problem of work and labour, the analysis of debt has 

tended to position these latter categories as secondary.
2
 In this context, the first question I 

posed above appears somewhat anachronistic: why work? Or in other words, if the crisis, 

the question of the restoration of capitalist reproduction, and the challenges to it have 

tended to divert attention away from a direct concern with labour, it perhaps seems foolish 

to focus on this very problem. However, although not always immediately apparent or 

prominent in discussions concerning the dynamics of the recent crisis, it is not difficult to 

show that labour and work continue to be contentious categories: they stubbornly refuse to 

go away. Mass sackings, unemployment, workfare, precarious work, overwork and 

unwaged work, all turn upon articulations of the condition of labour within the social 

relation of capital, all are manifestations of work. All remain contentious, subject to 

                                                        
2
 For exceptions to this trend see Angela Mitropoulos (2012), Randy Martin, Mike Rafferty and Dick Bryan 

(2008; 2009), and Melinda Cooper (2010).   
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antagonism and conflict. Even a cursory glance at recent commentary on the question of 

work, from both the political right and the left, demonstrate this claim. 

 

Work is invoked as a moral stick and redemptive act to wield upon the poor and 

unemployed, evident in Australian Minister for Social Services, Kevin Andrews’ comments 

that ‘work is the best form of welfare’ (quoted in Jabour, 2014). In a similar manner, labour 

is held up to be a necessary social bond. As Ross Douthat (2013) worried when observing 

the decline in full-time, blue collar work in the US, ‘even a grinding job tends to be an 

important source of social capital, providing everyday structure for people who live alone, a 

place to meet friends and kindle romances for people who lack other forms of community’. 

Douthat was also concerned that ‘the decline in work-force participation is of a piece with 

the broader turn away from community in America — from family breakdown and 

declining churchgoing to the retreat into the virtual forms of sport and sex and friendship’. 

The moral concerns of Douthat find company in the rise of theological welfare (Cooper, 

2012; Cooper, 2013). Meanwhile the present also resounds with the utopian, post-work 

visions of the nineties. Under the rubric of the new economy and post-industrial capitalism 

it was seen fit by some, such as ‘information revolutionaries’ Daniel Bell and Alvin Toffler, 

to declare the beginning of a workless age. Needless to say, the alleged condition of a 

work-free economy was really a celebration of an uber-productivity in the new labour-

processes of a computerized and so-called creative economy, still built upon the continuing 

extraction of the resources necessary for such industries to thrive (Caffentzis, 2003 [1998]). 

Interestingly enough, for some these dreams have turned to fears of automation, 

computerisation and the decline of the middle class, that is, the decline of work (Leonard, 
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2014). In any case, viewed from each of these perspectives, labour may be unfashionable, 

but it remains a necessary social relation. 

 

On the other hand, the experience of work and unemployment is often named for how it 

appears and what it so often is: a pointless activity. For example, David Graeber has 

described the current situation as an amassing of ‘bullshit jobs’ (Graeber, 2013). The 

tension between employment, unemployment, and unwaged work are far from new, and the 

first volume of Capital is concerned as much with the question of unemployment as it is 

with production as such, insofar as they are expressions of the same phenomenon: the 

relationship between labour and capital. However, as old as the question might be, it does 

not mean nothing has changed, that contradictions do not become more acute, or regression 

to previous modes of organisation is the only possible option (Adkins, 2012; 2005). It is not 

uncommon to read, hear, or indeed experience, the blurring of the distinction between work 

and life. The various analyses of ‘precarity’ draw attention to this indistinction. Angela 

Mitropoulos (2005) has argued that ‘the search for a life outside work tended to reduce into 

an escape from the factory and its particular forms of discipline. And so, perhaps 

paradoxically, this flight triggered an indistinction between work and life commensurate 

with the movement of exploitation into newer areas’. More importantly, Mitropoulos notes 

that a condition or relationship of precarity has defined the lives of those historically 

excluded from the wage, and from the particular exception that was the Keynesian and 

Fordist compromise (see also Gabin, 1982). Endnotes and Benanav (2010: 20-51) and 

Neferti X.M Tadiar (2012) place this question in starker terms. Tadiar (2012: 787) notes an 

indistinction between life and labour insofar as ‘‘life’ has indeed become productive for 
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capital’, but insists that ‘not all life is valorised or valorisable, that the extraction of value 

from ‘life’ takes place through more than one modality’. Indeed as Tadiar (2012: 788-789) 

argues, drawing from Endnotes Collective, ‘concomitant with the new productivity of 

life…is also the tendency of life toward disposability…absolute redundancy and 

superfluity’, toward ‘life as waste’. As Endnotes and Benanav (2010) argue, this tendency 

is very much the manifestation of Marx’s (1991: 762-870) ‘General Law of Capitalist 

Accumulation’: the inherent, inexorable rendering superfluous of workers, of human life. 

Against a valorisation of life as total productivity is a reality of life in catastrophe. It is 

worth emphasising that the imposition of, for example, workfare or prison labour means 

that ‘superfluity’ does not mean exemption from work. The phenomenon of bullshit jobs, 

workfare, the indistinction between life and work, and the prospect of life as waste, all 

characterise the contemporary tensions and struggles for a better life. The forms that such 

struggles might take are another question, but it is clear enough that life, labour and work, 

all remain contentious and conflicted. 

 

Postworkerism, affective labour, and immaterial production 

 
The postworkerist variant of autonomist Marxism is characterised by a particularly close 

and insistent attention to the shifting demarcations between work and non-work, between 

labour and life. However, postworkerism tends to insist that there is no longer a functional 

distinction between the time when one is at work and when one is outside of work, nor is 

there any distinction between labour and life: life is production. Thus, postworkerism 

constitutes an ongoing theoretical and political engagement with the contentious categories 

of life and labour that has continued, for better and worse, to consistently approach these 
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questions anew. For postworkerism, the ongoing struggle between labour and capital, and 

the real subsumption of labour to capital, realises the complete socialisation of labour, 

resulting in the merging of labour, life and production. Throughout this thesis I critically 

explore how this perspective is reached, and what the political limitations of it are.  

 

Most famously associated, outside of Italy, with the publication of Empire in 2000 by 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, postworkerism had in fact continued to develop in 

different directions throughout the 1970s, 80s and 90s in the work of such theorists as 

Paolo Virno, Franco Bifo Berardi, Alisa Del Re, Maurizio Lazzarato and Christian Marazzi. 

All of these authors have, in their own way, attempted to come to terms with the new forms 

and configurations of labour. In doing so, they have theorised and explored emergent 

relationships between the body, subjectivity and the labour processes of immaterial 

production (Eden, 2012; 2012a). Thus the concern with critically analysing the relationship 

between labour and capital is still central to postworkerists. Indeed, what remains 

refreshing about postworkerism is the refusal to subordinate working class subjectivity to 

capital: we are not simply defined by how capital or the state would arrange our lives – the 

life of the proletariat (now the multitude) is always in some respect in excess and against. 

However, despite the theoretical innovations of postworkerism, and the rich history from 

which it emerged, I will argue that the premise of productive life is an untenable position 

from which to develop a critique of labour. 

 

In 1977, Antonio Negri (2005 [1977]: 263) argued, in a text later wielded against him by 

the Italian state, that  



  Introduction 
 

8 

 

 

we have a method for the destruction of work. We are in search of a positive measure 

of non-work, a measure of our liberation from that disgusting slavery from which the 

bosses have always profited, and which the official socialist movement has always 

imposed on us like some sort of title of nobility. 

 

Written in a time of sharp antagonism and innovative political movement, Negri’s 

polemical statement not only captures an ambivalence definitive of operaismo, it also 

expresses a problem that defines contemporary postworkerism. As such it points to the key 

problematic of how best to understand the relationship between labour, life and politics.  

 

The ambivalence of operaismo is expressed in the divergence between the negativist and 

the affirmationist approach to understanding the condition of the proletariat. On the one 

hand, operaismo embraced the radical negativity of work refusal, sabotage and proletarian 

self-negation. On the other, it affirmed the notion of proletarian self-valorisation, the 

cumulative and immediate practices of meeting working class needs and desires, and the 

affirmation of class subjectivities and practices as they exist within the framework of 

struggle. In other words, operaismo was both ‘a method for the destruction of work’ and the 

‘search for a positive measure of non-work’. It is of course possible to see a 

complementarity between these perspectives, and indeed to do so in terms of class struggles 

today. However, the overwhelming tendency that emerges in the movement from 

operaismo to postworkerism is one that emphasises working class self-valorisation to such 

a degree that the cooperative practices of immaterial production allegedly possess an 

inherent autonomy from capital. It is worth noting that this is a qualitatively different 
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position than that which proposes a struggle for workers’ autonomy. It is in this tendency 

that a kernel of the postworkerist ontological turn can be identified. While I analyse the 

question of the ontological turn in detail in later chapters, I here offer some preliminary 

comments on immaterial production and consider some of the criticisms made by other 

theorists in order to clarify where my argument is situated. 

 

Maurizio Lazzarato (1996: 133) defines immaterial labour as that ‘which produces the 

informational and cultural content of the commodity’. Michael Hardt (1999: 94) expands 

on Lazzarato’s definition to include ‘labour that produces an immaterial good, such as a 

service, knowledge, or communication’. Immaterial labour is a way of denoting a form of 

production the output of which is not a tangible/vendible commodity, and that has nothing 

at all to do with the tangible dimensions of a given commodity. Hardt (1999:94) states that 

‘since the production of services results in no material and durable good, we might define 

the labour involved as in this production immaterial labour’. Affective labour expands 

Lazzarato’s notion of immaterial labour to include forms of caring labour, relationships, 

‘social networks, forms of community, biopower’ (Hardt, 1999: 96). Deepening the concept 

of affective labour, Hardt continues that while affective labour is not new, given that 

‘feminist analyses have long recognised the social value of caring work’, the economic role 

and significance of affective labour has shifted. According to Hardt (1999: 97), what has 

changed is the degree to which ‘affective immaterial labour is now directly productive of 

capital and the extent to which it has become generalised throughout wide sections of the 

economy’. As a result, for Hardt (1999: 97), ‘affective labour has achieved a dominant 

position of the highest value in the contemporary informational economy’. Despite some 
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ambiguity implied in the above definitions, they appear straightforward enough. However, 

a clue to the slippage from a perspective that emphasises the critique of labour towards an 

ontology of labour is evident in the above definitions. In brief, the slippage moves from the 

notion that immaterial and affective labour produce an immaterial component of the 

commodity to the idea that they produce life itself. The concepts of immaterial (cognitive 

and linguistic) and affective labour are pivotal to the collapsing of labour and life into a 

singular, productive substance. In this thesis, I will argue that this slippage encapsulates the 

political impasse of postworkerist thought. 

 

Given the above comments on immaterial production, I put aside certain objections to the 

concept throughout my argument. Firstly, the forms of work and the relationship to capital 

that the postworkerists are analysing are evidently distinct enough from those of Henri 

Storch (1823, cited in Marx, 1975: 284-287). Marx (1975: 284-287) derided Storch for his 

misunderstanding of material production within capitalism, and for introducing theoretical 

absurdities into the discussion of ‘spiritual’ or ‘immaterial’ production. Marx argues that 

for Storch ‘the physician produces health (but also illness), professors and writers produce 

enlightenment (but also obscurantism), poets, painters, etc., produce good taste (but also 

bad taste), moralists, etc., produce morals’ and so on. That is, Storch presents an argument 

of zero consequence in terms of understanding the relationship between labour and capital, 

or the nature of material production. So while Wolfgang Fritz Haug and Joseph Fraccia 

(2009) take Negri, and by extension postworkerism, to task for an apparent ignorance of the 

history of the term and Marx’s rejection of it, I suggest that this is of secondary importance 

at best. Ultimately, the particular criticisms Marx makes of Storch cannot be made of the 
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postworkerist use of the term immaterial labour, as Storch and the postworkerists are 

referring to different phenomena. Similarly, I put aside those criticisms of immaterial 

labour that assert that all labour is material, and so therefore immaterial labour cannot exist 

(see for example Caffentzis, 2007). Indeed as Matteo Pasquinelli (2011: 16) has argued, 

‘when we talk about cognitive capitalism or the hegemony of immaterial labour, we do not 

refer to something “immaterial” but to a very physical machinic intertwining of our bodies 

and social relations’. Immaterial production is a confusing and unfortunate term. However, 

it is evident enough that all labour is material, and it is also clear by now that this is not a 

controversial statement even insofar as the postworkerist concept of immaterial production 

goes: labour is inherently material/corporeal, yet the product of labour is not always a 

tangible commodity. In any case, the clumsiness of the term aside, the relations that the 

term immaterial production purports to name are real enough. It is how these relations are 

interpreted and theorised politically by postworkerists that is the more important issue to 

critique. For my part, I approach the critique of immaterial production on the grounds of 

what it claims to describe, and what the postworkerist analysis implies for the critique of 

labour. 

 

However, there are a number of significant criticisms of the theory of immaterial 

production that are worth pointing to. For example, the alleged hegemony of immaterial 

production has been criticised, particularly on the grounds that it outweighs material 

commodities (Henwood, 2003). Hardt and Negri (2004: 109) have countered that they 

mean immaterial production outweighs, or is hegemonic, in the sense that it has a 

qualitative effect upon other areas of production. This particular debate is not directly 
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relevant to the concerns of my argument, as I am not analysing the empirical quantity of 

service work, or asserting the hegemony of immaterial production. The specific 

contribution I make to the critique of contemporary forms of work involves looking at the 

ways in which affect becomes a contested relation in the context of the material 

organisation of labour. 

 

Feminist scholarship is often cited as a pivotal source in the development of the theory of 

immaterial production and affective labour, and in a number of respects it has been. 

However, it is important to note the serious criticisms made by feminists of the immaterial 

production theses. Silvia Federici (2011) has argued that the theory of affective labour 

effectively marginalizes, excludes or ignores the critical insights into the critique of 

political economy made by feminist scholarship at least since the 1970s. By marginalizing 

feminist insights, the postworkerists smooth over the specific power dynamics and 

hierarchical divisions that organise the various forms of ‘reproductive’ labour. I am in 

agreement with these criticisms and I address them in greater detail in Chapters Two and 

Four. 

 

Another significant criticism, similar to Federici’s, has focused upon the disjuncture 

between the attempt to synthesise the perspective on class through the lens of immaterial 

production and the actual global division of labour in late capitalism. As Nick Dyer-

Witheford (2009) has argued, it is difficult to include within the same umbrella design 

workers, fast-food workers and sex-workers, without addressing the very real divisions that 

exist between them. George Caffentzis (1987) has made this criticism of Antonio Negri 
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(1991) since at least Marx Beyond Marx. Caffentzis then argued that Negri’s analysis of 

class and capitalism was incapable of identifying and expressing the internal divisions of 

the proletariat, and thus the struggle for workers’ autonomy along Negrian lines was always 

doomed. These criticisms of the hegemony of immaterial production and its failure to 

consider actual divisions of labour also touch upon the question of value. Caffentzis is 

again instructive here, noting that the crisis of the law of value that postworkerism 

postulates is at best relevant to only certain industries. In other words, there is in fact no 

crisis in the law of value, as it does not operate at an industry level, but only at a total level. 

Thus the existence of highly technologized industries cannot signal the crisis of value, but 

instead only points to the need to analyse the movement of value at a global level. Finally, 

Steve Wright (2005) presents a thorough rebuttal of the thesis of immaterial production and 

the immeasurability of value. While the critique that is developed in this thesis does not 

take issue with those made by Federici, Caffentzis, Dyer-Witheford, or Wright - indeed I 

think there is much to be gained from them – I take a different approach. 

 

Outline and structure of thesis 

 
Part I, Value, labour, affect, maps the arc of the postworkerist ontological turn, specifically 

as it is expressed in terms of labour, value and class composition. I trace the trajectory of 

this arc through the relationship between affect, language, labour and value within 

postworkerism. Although there is considerable nuance involved in the postworkerist 

argument, and much that remains important in their work, for example their challenging to 

reductionist conceptions of labour and rethinking of political forms of organisation, I focus 

on the limits of this perspective. I argue that ultimately the innovative approach to 
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theorising the labour-capital relation that is characteristic of postworkerism is also its 

fundamental limit. That is, while postworkerists have ostensibly continued to theorise the 

shifting dimensions and politics of class composition, their various interpretations 

ultimately lead away from the critique of work and the stratifications that define forms of 

labour. Instead, postworkerism tends towards the valorisation of a generic 

conceptualisation of labour, or indeed life understood as labour. This conflation of life and 

labour constitutes a retreat to an ahistorical and ontological category of production as vital 

force. As a result, postworkerism creates an inextricable link between ontology, labour and 

value. 

 

I approach the critical exegesis of postworkerism, the bulk of which is found in Chapters 

Two and Three, in the following way. I develop an analysis of what I consider the shared 

theoretical scaffolding of postworkerist theorists, and use this as a reference point for 

identifying the nuances of the prominent theorists I am engaging with. However, while I 

note the nuances, my critique focuses primarily on the common theoretical scaffolding that 

is shared by the postworkerists. I believe that it is appropriate to engage with 

postworkerism as a coherent perspective despite the particular points of contention that 

exist amongst its individual theorists. To illustrate what I mean, I will offer here two 

examples that will recur throughout the thesis. Firstly, postworkerists share a more or less 

common reading of the Grundrisse, and in particular of the ‘Fragment on machines’. Each 

of the postworkerist theorists undertakes a creative reading of the Grundrisse, emphasising 

an inversion of Marx’s analysis of fixed and variable capital. Thus, each postworkerist 

theorist incorporates the argument that in the condition of post-Fordism, due to the 



  Introduction 
 

15 

 

linguistic, intellectual and affective character of labour, fixed capital resides not in 

machinery, but primarily in the body of the worker. However, postworkerist theorists differ 

in their understanding of which innate characteristics of the body are of primary 

significance. For example, Paolo Virno (2004) and Christian Marazzi (2008) focus 

primarily upon the question of language and linguistics – an issue I will address in greater 

detail in Chapters Two and Three. Hardt and Negri pay more attention to affects with a 

particularly Spinozist inflection. There are consequences to these distinctions, but I will 

argue that these consequences are not so serious that it is impossible to speak of 

postworkerism as a perspective with shared political limits.  

 

Secondly, a number of different perspectives can be discerned in the way that 

postworkerists read the political implications that follow from their assessments of class 

composition. For example, Hardt and Negri maintain a stubborn optimism for the potentials 

of the multitude (2004). Virno (2004) is less sure about such potentials. Franco Bifo 

Berardi (2014, see also 2009; 2009a) has dedicated a lot of time to thinking through 

depression, exhaustion, and often suggests that there is now no hope of class recomposition. 

However, while these represent sharp differences, they too follow from a shared 

perspective on labour. That is, Hardt and Negri (2009) argue that there are multiple 

examples and opportunities for the multitude to organise through the general intellect of 

immaterial production. Contra Hardt and Negri, Bifo (2012; in LaborInArt, 2014) argues 

that in fact the general intellect of immaterial production, despite being the product of the 

linguistic, affective and intellectual capacities of labour, dominates and is beyond the 

democratic control of workers. Both perspectives are articulated through a particular 
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approach to the general intellect, immaterial production and value. This is the common 

theoretical scaffolding that informs the seemingly divergent perspectives of, for example, 

Bifo, and Hardt and Negri. The distinction is actually one of will, or hope – one is an 

optimistic assessment of the general intellect, the other is a pessimistic assessment. But 

they both depend on the same set of assumptions concerning the form through which the 

relation between labour and capital is organised. Thus, I maintain that despite these 

differences, it makes sense to develop a critique of the common foundations of 

postworkerism first, and to identify the differences second.  

 

Chapter One, Lineages of value, theories of labour, outlines the broad problematic of 

labour and value, specifically to draw attention to the limits of this problematic as it is 

theorised within postworkerism. I identify and outline the key theoretical problematic of the 

thesis:  firstly, what is the relationship between labour, value, affect and language in post-

Fordist modes of labour and secondly, how and why does the postworkerist understanding 

of this relationship manifest in the political and ontological impasse of postworkerist 

thought. Ultimately, I argue that the postworkerist rejection of the theory of value is based 

upon a mischaracterisation of Marx’s theory, and that the critique of capital needs to retain 

the theory of value but not in its physicalist incarnations. I explore the difficulties that 

emerge from the postworkerist reconstruction of the categories of labour and value, 

substance and ontology via two distinct but related passages. One of these passages is 

constituted by drawing postworkerist theories of immaterial production into an encounter 

with elements of value-form theory/critique, and with Marx’s consideration of the value-

form and immaterial modes of labour. I draw these perspectives together because they are 
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each characterised by distinct but mirror-image limitations concerning contemporary 

critiques of value, labour and substance. The limitation of value-form theory is that a 

singular focus upon the value-form, whilst breaking with substantialist/physicalist accounts 

of labour and value, makes it difficult to analyse the micro-materiality of (re)production or 

the stratifications of class and work. Postworkerism rejects the substantialist account of 

labour and value, primarily, though ironically, because it accepts the Ricardian rendering of 

the theory. However, the paradoxical result of the rejection of the substantialist theory of 

value is its re-inscription ‘from below’ as value-affect. The postworkerists’ engagement 

with value and labour flattens labour and value into a singular, smooth, productive and 

ontological substance via Spinoza’s theory of affects, and via a particular conception of 

linguistic and intellectual production. The second passage offers a brief history of labour 

theories of value developed in political economy. Here I identify the tendency of diverse 

currents within political economy to valorise a particular form of labour. By looking at the 

history of labour theories of value, it is possible to locate postworkerism as a unique 

expression of this tendency. Immaterial labour is the specific, concrete form of production 

valorised by postworkerism, the foundation upon which they build their entire analysis of 

value, composition and politics. 

 

Chapter Two, The emergence of postworkerism and the question of class composition, 

offers a critical exegesis of the theoretical progression from operaismo to postworkerism, 

which covers class composition as mode of analysis, workerist-feminism and the 

emergence of postworkerism. This chapter functions to highlight: the conceptual 

development of postworkerism; what I consider to be the ongoing importance of class 
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composition analysis; the significance of workerist-feminism It also identifies how, within 

the progression from operaismo to postworkerism, the slippage from a critique of labour 

towards an affirmationist politics begins to take shape.  

 

In this chapter, I contend that despite various ambivalences within the theory of class 

composition analysis (Thorne, 2011), class composition remains operaismo’s enduring 

contribution to communist thought. The complex interaction between the technical and 

political composition of class offers a dynamic basis for the critique of the labour-capital 

relation. I argue that this proposition remains true today. The analysis of class composition 

theory developed in this chapter serves as a reference point for the argument that I carry out 

in Part II of this thesis. However, I argue that postworkerism tends to collapse the terms of 

class composition into the singular substance of productive life, manifest in the notion of 

the general intellect, and that this constitutes a real political shortcoming. I also engage 

with feminist critiques of operaismo, which constituted a radicalisation of the project. This 

section of the chapter will outline the particular contributions of workerist-feminism to 

critiques of work and value, as well as the limitations of these contributions. Finally I argue 

that the arguments of workerist-feminism remain important not only in the historical and 

theoretical development of operaismo, but also in terms of carrying out a critique of 

contemporary theories of affective and immaterial labour. Finally I map the emergence of 

how intellect, language and affect became central to the postworkerist understanding of 

labour.  
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Chapter Three, Postworkerism, ontology, value and rent, looks at the crisis of the law of 

value, autonomous production and rent. This constitutes the final chapter of my critical 

exegesis of postworkerism. It argues that postworkerism’s political ontology severely limits 

its critique of work, and this is exemplified in the twin arguments concerning value and rent. 

I show that the crisis of value, although constituting an innovative argument based on 

workers’ struggles and capital's assault of decomposition through the money-form, is 

ultimately weakened by postworkerism's theorisation of labour. Secondly, I argue that the 

theorisation of labour is pivotal to the thesis of rent. Finally, I conclude that we cannot 

properly understand the contested nature of ‘post-fordist’ arrangements of work based on 

the arguments of postworkerism. Postworkerism’s collapsing of the terms of class 

composition, outlined in Chapter Two, lead to the presumption of autonomous forms of 

production. The basic formula of postworkerism can be simplified as follows: autonomous 

production, constituted through the forms of immaterial production, is expressed in and 

gives expression to, the common. In turn, the common exists independently from capital, 

and is subject to expropriation through rent, rather than direct exploitation. This formula 

expresses in a condensed form the limits of postworkerism, and gives a clear illustration of 

the slippage from the critique of labour and capital into the ontological valorisation of 

labour and life based on an a priori assumption of autonomous production. In this chapter, I 

will present a more complicated image of present arrangements of post-Fordism, and thus 

outline the premises for the second part of the thesis. 

Part II, Contested terrains of affect, approaches the postworkerist construction of affective 

labour, immaterial production and class composition through a reappraisal of the ‘technical’ 

dimensions of the relationship between affect and labour. Chapters Four and Five outline 
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the historical limits of the posworkerist theory of immaterial and affective production, 

demonstrate the mobilisation of affect theory within managerial practice, and develop a 

critique of the use of affective technologies as forms of modulation and measure of labour. 

Pursuing these three axes, it is possible to expand the analysis of the relationship between 

affect, labour and class composition. Through the lens of affective composition, the final 

chapter will move beyond the postworkerist understanding of affect and labour as simply 

the power to act, to suggest that affect is a far more contested political problem in late 

capitalism. 

 

The operaista perspective that posits the unruliness and resistance of labour as prior to the 

development of capital, remains significant and important. However, I want to retain the 

complexity of class de- and re-composition. The deployment of affect theory in terms of 

management technique and through affective technologies forces a reconsideration of the 

technical composition, or apparatus, of affect. The emergent coordinates of a technical 

infrastructure attuned to affect in fact constitutes a part of the process of compositional 

change. I agree with Stefano Harney (2006: 938) when he writes that beginning with the 

notion of labour as prior would force a revision of ‘a whole recent tradition of scholarship 

based on the priority of management surveillance, control, and ideology’. However, my 

response to Harney’s (2006a) question of ‘where there is labour, can management be far 

behind’, is to pay critical attention to affective management and technology as components 

of an emergent, contemporary technical composition. In any case, I would suggest that the 

analysis of the deployment of affective management techniques and affective technologies 

in the workplace offers a rather more complicated image of the interaction between affect, 
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labour and value than is currently on hand. As such, chapters four, five and six should be 

read as a distillation of the ways in which affect, labour and value are organised and 

entwined in the contemporary workplace. These chapters will identify the particular forms 

of antagonism that arise from the mobilization of labour as affect. Such an approach insists 

critical analysis must begin with the analysis of affect within the composition of class and 

the labour-capital relation.   

 

Chapter Four, Intensive measures: historical limits, affect theory and new managerial 

practice, analyses the historical limits of the theory of affective labour and explores the 

intersection between affect theory and labour expressed in broader apparatuses of 

management and intimate self-management. My argument concerns the problems that arise 

when affect is presented as a generic attribute of labour and work. This chapter will explore 

the ways in which new forms of management are mobilised along affective lines. It will 

interrogate the theories that inform such forms of management and explore key sites in 

which such forms of management are deployed. Rather than an inexorable crisis of 

measurement provoked by the ascendency of immaterial and affective modes of labour, a 

critical analysis of emergent technical apparatuses illustrates shifting forms of measurement, 

modulation and refraction of labour.  

 

Chapter Five, Extensive measures: modulation and refraction, affective technologies at 

work, will develop the connection between affect and labour through an analysis of the 

interaction between measure, control and modulation of work via affective technologies. 

Emotion recognition technologies, affective computing and affect recognition devices 
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illustrate the growing attention to the management and ordering of affect within the 

workplace. Such examples include smile scans, vocal recognition technology in call centres, 

and productivity sensors attuned to the affective communication of employees. In each of 

these cases, we find an emphasis upon a particular conception of affective productivity and 

emotional performance. My analysis of affective technologies in the workplace builds upon 

the analysis in the previous chapter on affective management. I suggest that affective 

management techniques and affective technologies form a technological nexus that captures 

and orders affect as a mode of labour. Thus, it is possible to identify a technical 

composition of affect through which to critique the relationship between affect, labour and 

value. However, more interesting are shifting forms of measure that are evident in such 

innovations. Ultimately, I argue that the articulation of affective labour through the prism 

of affective technologies constitutes a process of refraction. This process posits a 

relationship between affect and work that contradicts the argument concerning the 

autonomy of immaterial and affective labour. 

 

If affect is not, as the previous two chapters argue, a generic category or simply the 

definition of labour as the power to act, then the politics of affect and composition emerge 

in a decidedly complex light. Chapter Six, Composition, antagonism and the ambivalence 

of affect, will consider what might be involved in articulating a politics of affect that does 

not recapitulate the ontological impasse of postworkerism. In this chapter I point to a 

political circulation of affect that involves negative as well as affirmationist inflections – a 

notion I explore through the lens of affective composition. The tensions that characterise 

the mobilisation of affect within contemporary arrangements of work and reproduction 
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offer a first insight into the contested temporalities of affective composition. However, 

affective composition also implies a consideration of the contradictory and complex 

expressions of affect that characterise political movements. In exploring the contested 

arrangements of affect I revisit the relationship between the technical and the political 

composition of class. I propose an analysis of affective composition to engage the contested 

nature of affect. In recent discussions outside of the academic sphere, capitalism has been 

theorised in terms of dominant reactive affects, and I draw a connection between these 

discussions and the problems raised throughout this thesis to outline the framework for 

analysing affective composition. Finally, I engage with the idea of an undercommons, as 

developed by Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, to theorise an area of affective composition 

that challenges the narrative of labour and affect as simply the power to act. The aim of this 

chapter is not to outline an affective program, but rather to note the complex affective 

politics that circulate through processes of struggle, from refusal through to affirmation.  
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Chapter 1: Lineages of value, theories of labour 

 

Introduction 

 
The problem pursued throughout this chapter, namely the relationship between labour and 

value, may at first appear arcane. The question of value is strung across the divide between 

the abstract and the corporeal. Analyses of the value of labour focus on the abstract 

commensurability of work time and therefore risk remaining at an esoteric level, despite the 

fact that the problem of labour is inevitably a corporeal one. The difficultyanaly is only 

amplified when so-called immaterial production becomes the lens through which the 

analysis of labour and value is made.  

 

Writing in 2003, Antonio Negri (2010: 62, emphases in original) stated that ‘we need to 

develop an ontology of immaterial labour, or rather an ontology of immaterial being which 

has within in it a hegemony of immaterial labour’. The ‘need’ to develop this ontology, 

according to Negri, derives from the ascendency of knowledge as resource, raw material 

and content of production, and by the position of knowledge as a means of access to, and 

general wellspring of wealth. Immaterial labour, as Negri articulates it here, refers to ‘the 

ensemble of intellectual, communicative, relational and affective activities which are 

expressed by subjects and social movements’. That is, changes identified in immaterial 

modes of labour provide a foundation for the ontology of immaterial being. ‘The ensemble’ 

that characterises immaterial labour must, finally, ‘lead to production’. For Negri and 

postworkerism, the ascendency of immaterial labour has already placed the ensemble of 

intellectual and affective labour at the centre of contemporary dynamics of capitalist 
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reproduction. As such, the centrality of immaterial labour to the process of capitalist 

reproduction realizes the conditions of a new social and political ontology. Negri thus 

articulates an explicit connection between the growth of immaterial production, the political 

relationship between labour and capital, and the living possibility of communism.  

 

Of course, Negri and the postworkerists more generally are not alone in looking to 

rearrangements and shifting forms of labour for the coordinates of contemporary capitalism. 

In the two to three decades preceding the 2008 financial crash and subsequent economic 

crisis, important debates concerning the analysis of labour, reproduction, and class have 

focused upon a set of problems deemed to be new: specifically the proliferation of flexible, 

casual or precarious work, the expansion of work time through the disintegration of the 

formal working day, the dismantling of welfare, the growth of services and the increasingly 

transactional arrangements of cognitive, emotional and affective forms of labour 

(Mitropoulos, 2005; 2011).
3
 However, postworkerism has gone furthest in claiming that a 

radically new political potentiality has emerged as an inherent result of such changes, and 

has based such claims on a thorough rethinking of labour, value and capital in order to 

make this claim. 

 

Although Negri’s claims above are esoteric and expressed in a high philosophical register, 

they are connected to postworkerism’s analysis of shifting forms of work and grounded in a 

consideration of contemporary labour processes of immaterial production. Paradoxical as it 

                                                        
3
 Considerations of the affective within the social relation of capital and reproduction also intensified 

throughout these decades. The deepening of the crisis has in many ways amplified the attention to the 

affective, which has been taken up by various groups seeking to act politically within the context of crisis. I 

will return to these questions in the final chapter. See for example Institute for Precarious Consciousness 

(2014). 
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sounds, Negri’s emphasis upon the significance of an ontology of immaterial labour is 

founded upon the postworkerist consideration of what Marx would have called the 

particularities of concrete labour. The ensemble of immaterial labour that Negri names 

above denotes a set of concrete labour practices that are, at least as far as postworkerism is 

concerned, definitive in contemporary work arrangements. However, whilst postworkerists 

base their claims upon changing arrangements and forms of labour, they do not retain a 

formal conception of the labour or valorisation process. Rather, postworkerism argues that 

in the present context, all of social life must be understood as productive, because of the 

inherently cooperative character of immaterial production. Immaterial production thus 

functions as the placeholder for postworkerism’s analysis of labour, value and 

contemporary political composition. Herein lies the problem to be explored throughout this 

thesis: how and why do the postworkerists come to carry out such an analysis, and what are 

its political limitations?  

 

The following three chapters will focus in detail on the emergence and consolidation of 

postworkerism as a theoretical and political perspective on labour and value. The task of 

this first chapter, however, is to provide an initial commentary on the problem of thinking 

through the concepts of labour and value. A key claim that I make throughout the thesis is 

that one of the major limitations of postworkerist thought lies in its critique and rethinking 

of the concept of value. Specifically, I argue that in its attempt to rethink value from below, 

postworkerist thought re-inscribes what some theorists (Postone, 1993; Heinrich, 2012; 

Rubin, 1927) have called a substantialist conception of labour and value. Moreover, I argue 

that the thesis that immaterial and affective labour have become hegemonic in the present 



  Lineages of value, theories of labour 

 

26 

 

context plays a pivotal role in the elaboration of this substantialist conception of value, in 

that the post-workerists posit affective/immaterial labour as the ontological foundation of 

value today. This chapter will show why this should be seen as a problem. 

 

It is not, of course, automatically apparent why a substantialist account of value should be 

seen as problematic. As one illustration of this, the history of political economy, of much 

traditional Marxism, and even heretical Marxisms, has shown that the analysis and/or 

critique of capital has struggled to move forward without reinscribing various foundational 

accounts of labour and value. The precise nature of the foundation has shifted over time, 

but the reliance upon foundation has remained more or less constant. Indeed, much has 

been written by various Marxists defending the notion that labour should be celebrated as 

the foundation and the creator of all wealth, precisely because labour creates value within 

capitalism. Nonetheless, I contend, following Moishe Postone (1993), that not only does 

the analysis of labour and value remain significant for any critical and anti-capitalist 

politics, but that this analysis must ultimately be expressed as a critique of labour as 

foundational value. To say this another way, the problem that emerges with the return to 

foundational accounts of labour is that the critique of work, of our condition as workers, 

however diffuse we might now be, is foreclosed. In my reading, the postworkerists 

unwittingly reintroduce the transhistorical conception of labour that Marx sought to dispel 

by relying on a political ontology grounded in affective and immaterial labour. This proves 

both theoretically and politically short-sighted. 
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The remainder of the chapter will be arranged as follows. I will first provide some initial 

critical comments on postworkerism and the perspective of value-critique and value-form 

theory, particularly recent comments made by Michael Heinrich (2012) and Moishe 

Postone (2012) in relation to postworkerism (see also footnote 3 in this chapter). These 

comments will outline the general approach to the question of immaterial labour and value 

advanced by postworkerism and value-form theory respectively, and point to how they 

might benefit each other through encounter. I will then sketch a lineage of substantialist 

articulations of labour and value in the history of political economy in order to demonstrate 

the subtleties of the problem, and the uniqueness of the postworkerist iteration of this 

problem. Following this, I will undertake a deeper engagement with the work of Marx on 

the question of value. The analysis in this section will show that while Marx has been read 

ambivalently, indeed that he wrote ambivalently in many respects, there is much to be 

gained from his work outside the framework of a substantialist account of value. The 

closing two sections of the chapter will return to the perspectives of value-form theory and 

postworkerism in greater detail.  

 

Preliminary comments on postworkerism, value-theory and immaterial labour 

 

i) Postworkerism 

Postworkerism developed out of the Italian version of Marxism known as operaismo. Mario 

Tronti (2012), a key figure within operaismo, marks the emergence of postworkerism in the 

autonomia movements of the 1970s. This thesis, however, is primarily concerned with the 

variations of postworkerism that are dated most clearly with the debates and projects of the 

journals Futur Antérieur founded in 1989, Multitudes founded in 2000, and the body of 
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literature that has reached some prominence through the work of Michael Hardt and 

Antonio Negri, Christian Marazzi, Maurizio Lazzarato, Franco Bifo Berardi, Paolo Virno 

and Carlo Vercellone, amongst others. More specifically, this thesis focuses on the theories 

of immaterial, affective and biopolitical labour that define the perspective of postworkerism 

today. It is in these journals and books that the theses of immaterial production and 

cognitive capitalism were first formulated and developed into what can be called a coherent 

perspective. I will limit the comments in this chapter to general claims made by 

postworkerist theorists, and primarily to claims advanced in the collaborative work of Hardt 

and Negri (1994; 2000; 2004; 2009).  

 

Postworkerism begins from the premise of an epochal shift in the form of capitalism: from 

industrial capitalism to informationalised or cognitive capitalism. The emergence and 

hegemony of immaterial production is identified as one of the key characteristics of this 

alleged shift. Hardt and Negri (2000) insist that the hegemony of immaterial production is 

tendential, and have gone to some lengths (Hardt and Negri, 2004) to argue that the 

tendency is realized in qualitative rather than quantitative terms. Nonetheless, they argue 

that emerging in the 1970s, the ‘informatisation [of production] has been demonstrated by 

the migration from industry to service jobs’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 285). For Hardt and 

Negri, ‘services cover a wide range of activities from health care, education, and finance to 

transportation, entertainment and advertising’. The shift to informatised production points 

to a further transformation in the character of labour. For Hardt and Negri (2000: 289), with 

the ‘informatisation of production’, communication, information and affect come to ‘play a 

foundational role in the production process’. In contrast to the characteristics and the output 
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of industrial production, which privileged the production of tangible commodities that 

could be consumed as part of social life, immaterial labour allegedly produces the very 

substance of social life itself. With immaterial production, the entire social fabric of life is 

rendered productive. Thus, postworkerists argue that the temporality of immaterial 

production exceeds the clearly defined limits of industrial production: labour, value and 

time become immeasurable. Whilst industrial production was apparently demarcated by 

clear limits of clocking on and clocking off, within which time both necessary and surplus 

labour took place, today work time and the time of life are said to blur. From the 

perspective of postworkerism, with the informatisation of production there is no longer any 

clear delineation between working and non-working time, and thus between the moments in 

which one is or is not producing surplus value.  

 

The postworkerists have retained the analysis of labour and value, however 

unconventionally, as central components of their work. Noting that in many academic 

contexts the category of labour had ‘fallen into disuse’ during the 1980s, Hardt and Negri 

(1994: 7) emphasise the importance of labour to their own perspective. Hardt and Negri 

argue that ‘labour is too often defined narrowly in the realm of the capitalist work ethic that 

denies pleasures and desires’. Against this definition, they claim the analysis of labour has 

‘to open the concept…across the spectrum of social production…to grasp the contemporary 

processes of the production of social subjectivities, sociality and society itself’ (1994: 7). 

Continuing, for Hardt and Negri ‘the concept of labour refers primarily to the problematic 

of value’. The expansion of labour to cover all social activity changes the understanding of 

value, whereby ‘labour functions as a social analytic that interprets the production of value 
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across an entire social spectrum, equally in economic and cultural terms’. Whilst the 

formulation ‘by labour we understand a value creating practice’ (Hardt and Negri, 1994: 7) 

appears consistent with Marx’s argument that the only labour that counts is labour that 

produces (surplus-) value, Hardt and Negri in fact re-determine the relationship between 

labour and value, specifically along the lines of the particular forms of the labour process 

and its measurability. That is, Marx’s understanding and critique of value centered upon the 

category of abstract labour removed from the particularities of concrete labour processes. 

Hardt and Negri, by contrast, begin with an examination of concrete labour, in this case 

forms of labour articulated in immaterial production, to recast the category of labour in 

abstract terms. I will return to this problem throughout. 

 

One of the pivotal claims of postworkerism today is that value has become immeasurable, 

and that as a result the labour theory of value is untenable. The alleged immeasurability of 

value is contingent upon a particular understanding of immaterial labour, specifically the 

notion that immaterial labour as such is ‘immediately social’ and productive of value. Two 

problems are worth pointing to here, to be developed later. First, in making its claim about 

the immeasurability of value, postworkerism tends to reduce value to a subjective 

perspective or political project. For example, Hardt and Negri attempt to characterise value 

as a historically specific relationship, but in so doing conflate value as a historical social 

form with Marx’s analysis of necessary labour. Marx’s discussion of necessary labour in 

Capital is primarily a discussion of the wage, and the fact that what is considered a socially 

and culturally valid minimum of reproduction is reflected in class struggle and history.
4
 

                                                        
4
 Socially necessary labour refers to the question of what is a socially average time in which a given 

commodity can be produced. Necessary labour is similar but distinct in that it refers to what is necessary for 
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However, the move that Hardt and Negri make reduces the category of value to a purely 

subjective question. They argue that ‘what counts as labour, or value-creating practice, 

always depends on the existing values of a given social or historical context; in other words, 

labour should not be defined as activity, any activity, but specifically activity that is 

socially recognised as productive of value’ (1994: 9). However, the analysis of value in this 

context is ultimately reduced to a moral question of recognition, as opposed to critique of 

commodity relations and work. Instead of the critique of labour and value, the orientation 

of political struggle calls for the recognition of value and the valorisation of value from 

below, as value-affect (Negri, 1999). Secondly, the claim of immeasurability rests upon a 

conflation of the categories of concrete and abstract labour. Negri (1992: 78-79) has written 

that the theory of value as developed by Marx is necessarily bound to the conditions of 

manufacturing in the industrial revolution. That is, Negri tends to conceive of the 

relationship between concrete and abstract labour in a physicalist sense, whereby abstract 

labour is so many direct hours of standardized industrial labour. However, Negri’s 

understanding of the relationship between the concrete and the abstract struggles to develop 

a critique of value and labour, and tends instead to valorise the so-called inherently 

cooperative dimensions to immaterial production.  

 

The limits of the postworkerist perspective on the form and measurability of value arises 

primarily from an uncritical acceptance that Marx had simply followed Ricardo in terms of 

understanding value. In Multitude, for example, Hardt and Negri argue that ‘Marx adopts 

from the classical political economists, such as Adam Smith and David Ricardo, the maxim 

                                                                                                                                                                         
the reproduction of the working class. Marx discusses this question solely in terms of the bundle of 

commodities that workers can buy with the wage, hence for Marx it is ultimately a question of the wage, 

historically determined. What is missing from the analysis is the unwaged labour of reproduction.  
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that labour is the source of all value and wealth’ (2004: 144). Whilst Hardt and Negri 

acknowledge that taking the labour of the individual is not sufficient to understand value 

creation, that rather we need to understand socially connected production, and abstract 

labour, Hardt and Negri fail to understand the value-form, and thus misrepresent the 

problem of measure as Marx articulates it. Hardt and Negri state that ‘Marx poses the 

relation between labour and value in terms of corresponding quantities: a certain quantity of 

time of abstract labour equals a quantity of value. According to this law of value…value is 

expressed in measurable, homogenous units of labour time’, and further, that ‘this law 

cannot be maintained in today the form that Smith, Ricardo, and Marx himself conceived it’ 

(145). The easy slippage from Ricardo into Marx that is demonstrated here points to the 

error of postworkerism on the question of value. 

 

To sum up briefly, three points are worth highlighting with respect to Hardt and Negri’s 

construction of labour and value. First, the expansion of productive labour to all activities 

creates a rupture with traditional ‘point of production’ analyses of labour and value. Second, 

the expansion of the concept of ‘productive labour’ also reconstructs the category and 

analysis of value. In particular the analysis of value shifts from a critique of the social 

relation and form of value to an analysis of value as subjective position or perspective. This 

is a weakness, insofar as it replaces the critique of labour-power as the variable component 

of capital, a critique that was capable of expressing the abolition of value as an element of 

class struggle, with a struggle to recognise labour as value-creating. Third, although the 

first point noted above dislocates the analysis of labour from a particular conception of the 

‘point of production’ and thus seemingly from any consideration of the labour process, the 
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dislocation functions primarily as an expansion of the labour process. The latter point helps 

explain the postworkerist tendency to conflate the labour process of immaterial production 

with a fundamentally new form of value: there is a confusion here concerning the 

relationship between concrete and abstract labour. 

 

ii) Value-form theory
5
 

The strength of the postworkerist approach to labour and work lies in its insistence on 

breaking down a hierarchy imposed in economistic terms between productive, unproductive 

and reproductive work. However, it ultimately fails to pursue this insight in a way that 

maintains a critique of value as the historically specific form of mediation and domination 

intrinsic to capitalism. Instead, it relies upon a moral argument in favour of recognising 

value-creating activity, and in so doing rearticulates a valorisation of labour and work as a 

basis for politics. As I will continue to argue, this approach finds a complete realization in 

the thesis of immaterial production and affective labour. However, it is worth looking 

briefly now at value-form theorists who take a different approach to the specific questions 

                                                        
5
 It is necessary to acknowledge that it is somewhat difficult to use value-form theory and value-critique as a 

broad umbrella terms. For example, the groups Wertkritik and Krisis that formed around Robert Kurz have 

their own unique trajectory, and as Larsen et al (2014) point out, whilst there are complimentary overlaps 

between the work of these groups and, for example, Moishe Postone’s work, they in fact developed in 

isolation from each other. Another well-known perspective that is associated with value critique is that of the 

Neue-Marx-Lekture, and prominently the work of Michael Heinrich. However, there are key differences 

between Heinrich and the krisis group, around, for example, the question of capitalist crisis and collapse. 

Another lineage can be found in the theorists who came to be associated with Open Marxism, most notable in 

the work of Georg-Hans Backhaus, Helmut Richelt and others. The work of I.I Rubin is often an early 

reference point for the critique of value, as is critical theory and the Frankfurt School, particularly the work of 

Theodore Adorno; so too has been some of the work of Guy Debord and the Situationist International. 

Outside of the German speaking world, theorists such as Patrick Murray, Chris Arthur and Anselm Jappe 

have also contributed to value-critique. It is beyond the scope of my thesis to explore in any detail this field of 

research, its development and nuances. Such a task would demand another thesis in itself. Nonetheless, I am 

choosing to use the terms of value-form theory and value-critique in a broad sense to evoke a particular 

perspective shared by these theorists: specifically the idea that the critique of value and labour as historically 

specific, not ontological, categories constitutes a pivotal element and beginning point of an anti-capitalist 

politics. 
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raised by immaterial labour and service economies. I will return in more detail later in the 

chapter to some of the broad commonalities that exist amongst value-form theorists. While 

a non-exhaustive list of these theorists would include Isaak Illich Rubin, Hans-Georg 

Backhaus, Helmut Reichelt, Chris Arthur, Michael Heinrich, and Moishe Postone, among 

many others, along with various groups such as Théorie Communiste, and the journal 

Endnotes, for now, I want to draw attention to comments which are of direct relevance to 

the question of immaterial production. 

 

For value-form theorists such as Heinrich (2012) and Postone (2012), the alleged novelty of 

immaterial or biopolitical production presents no difficulty for the theory of value. Having 

said that, value-form theorists often deal with the question of new forms of labour, and 

concomitant notions of value, in a cursory and somewhat superficial way. Michael Heinrich 

(2012: 44), for example, is quick to dismiss the argument made by Hardt and Negri that 

with immaterial production the labour theory of value is no longer operative. Heinrich 

notes the pivotal significance of exchange in understanding value and commodities: ‘the 

difference between services and physical objects consists of a distinction of the material 

content; the question as to whether they are commodities pertains to their social form, and 

that depends on whether objects and services are exchanged’. For Heinrich, a consideration 

of the social form of commodities and exchange demonstrates that Marx’s theory of value 

is maintained through the ‘transition from an industrial to a service economy…or from 

material to immaterial production’, even though theorists of such a transition often claim 

otherwise. If we follow Heinrich on this point, then we can engage some of the nuances of 
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immaterial labour, while maintaining a critique of value as a historically specific social 

form.  

 

In a similar fashion, Moishe Postone (2012) has criticized the idea that biopolitical and 

immaterial production obviate the task of understanding and critiquing value as part of a 

political project. Postone also emphasizes the process of exchange and the social context 

within which an object of service exists. While theorists of biopolitical production argue 

that the ‘immeasurability’ of immaterial commodities by definition unhinges value theory, 

Postone (2012: 247) points out that ‘the question of measurability is, basically, one of 

commensurability. That, however, is not an ontological attribute of the objects themselves. 

Rather, it is a function of the nature of the social context within which they exist’. Postone 

continues that the context in which measurability exists is a historically specific context in 

which the exchangeability of commodities dominates re-/production. Further,  

 

what renders them [ie. immaterial or material commodities] commensurable is value, a 

historically specific form of wealth that has nothing to do with their properties, 

whether material or immaterial, but is the crystallized expression of a historically 

specific form of social mediation that, in Marx’s analysis, is constituted by a 

historically specific form of labor (Postone, 2012: 247).  
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Each of these perspectives highlight a significant flaw in the postworkerist analysis, a flaw 

which was arguably inherited from earlier incarnations of operaismo, in which there is little 

consideration of exchange, exchange-value or the value form.
6
  

 

Through its insistence upon the critique of value as a historically specific form of social 

mediation, the perspective of value-critique undercuts the substantialist concept of labour 

as a transhistorical category and foundational source of value, and yet a significant 

shortcoming of this perspective lies in its inability to consider the lived temporalities and 

dimensions of work. The theoretical plane of value and equivalence is ill-equipped to deal 

with the temporal punctuations of work and the stratifications of class. In much the same 

way as exchange-value, for Marx (1990 [1867]: 128), contains not an atom of use-value, or 

inasmuch as abstract labour cares not for the concrete forms of labour, value-form theory 

has little to say about the life or refusal of work. While it might be argued that it is 

expecting too much for one theoretical approach to take up all of these questions, it remains 

pertinent to ask if this limitation can be overcome in a way that both maintains a critique of 

value avoids the problem of re-inscribing a substantialist account of labour. 

 

A sketched lineage of theories of value 

 
Since the historical emergence of political economy as a distinct discipline, much of the 

controversy concerning the question of value has turned upon the role of labour within the 

                                                        
6
 Chapters Two and Three will return to this question. It is true that Negri, and others such as Sergio Bologna, 

have engaged with exchange and exchange-value, yet it is my contention that this engagement remains very 

limited and bound up in physicalist conceptions of value. The rejection of value by Negri in particular laid the 

foundations for later postworkerist perspectives. That said, taking ‘Autonomist Marxism’ in the broadest 

sense, it would be unfair to lay this charge against all theorists that fall under this title. For example, the work 

of the Midnight Notes Collective developed a contrary perspective to Negri and later post-workerists.   



  Lineages of value, theories of labour 

 

37 

 

general production process and labour in its specific forms. One of the earliest articulations 

of an emergent labour theory of value can be found in the idea that the value of a 

commodity is equal to the amount of labour embodied in it. This assertion can be 

considered the crux of substantialist accounts of the labour theory of value, and it continues 

to inform and limit the critique of value and labour today. Nonetheless, the historical 

reorientation of the modern concept of value around questions of labour marked a break 

with Aristotelian theories of value, where value is based in need and demand (Dooley, 

2005: 27). With the emergence of classical political economy, the problem of thinking and 

theorising value is also a problem of how one understands labour: a given perspective on 

the theory of value will necessarily disclose something about how one understands labour, 

and vice versa. In this way, the historical development of conceptions of labour occurs 

alongside or entwined with theorisations of value. For the Physiocrats, agricultural labour 

was productive; later theorists posited manufacture and heavy industry as the foundational 

source of value, while some contemporary theorists argue that informational or immaterial 

labour now constitutes the site of key productivity. Each of these schools of thought have in 

various ways articulated labour theories of value. A common feature of these variations on 

the labour theory of value is that each tends to reproduce a substantialist conception of 

value, particular to the specific form of labour that it valorises. In other words, each 

perspective offers a novel appraisal of the specific form of labour that is thought to produce 

value, but as Marx (1990: 174n34) pointed out, fails to question why labour takes this form. 

Many contemporary theories of labour and value make the same disabling move.  
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Numerous authors have written extensively on the history of the labour theory of value, and 

have identified and criticized its various substantialist foundations (for example Rubin, 

1989; Mirowski, 1999; Dooley, 2005). Philip Mirowski (1999: 139-192) has identified and 

critiqued the limitations of theories of value through a specific analysis of the connection 

between political economy and the natural and physical sciences of the nineteenth century. 

Mirowski dubs political economy’s various considerations of value ‘substance theories’, 

each of which relies upon the conservation principle of energy. For Mirowski, the fact that 

political economy and nineteenth century (pre-)physics share the same horizon and the 

same foundation in a particular theorisation of energy poses a key stumbling block to 

theorisations of value. Within this framework, value, like energy, is understood as a 

substance that, through production, is desposited and inheres in a commodity and must be 

conserved throughout the process of circulation and distribution.  

 

Adopting a different theoretical approach to Mirowski, Peter Dooley identifies a similar 

substantialist premise operating throughout the historical and conceptual development of 

the labour theory of value. Dooley identifies two fallacies at work here: the materialist 

fallacy and the retrospective fallacy (2005: 226-227). The materialist fallacy refers to the 

idea that ‘production consists of physical things’, while the retrospective fallacy insists that 

‘commodities embody the labour of past times’ (226). Value is thus linked to a conception 

of labour embodied in a given object or commodity. Beyond this, argues Dooley, the 

classical political economists understand value as something that can only exist in tangible 

commodities.  
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Interestingly, though perhaps not surprisingly, both Mirowski and Dooley place Marx 

within the lineage of the classical political economists. Both argue that ultimately Marx did 

not overcome the substantialist perspective on labour and value. I will trace the defining 

elements of the substantialist account of labour and value in the remainder of this section; 

however I remove Marx from this lineage and will comment on this in the following 

section. 

 

The mercantilists, in particular William Petty, were amongst the earliest to move towards a 

labour or production theory of value. While for the most part mercantilist theory focused 

upon policy and trade, it remains the case that the foundations of a labour theory of value 

can be found in mercantilism. As Rubin has shown in The History of Economic Thought 

(1989), the development of capitalist social relations imposed upon the mercantilists the 

need to engage theoretical political-economic concerns generally, and the question of 

labour specifically. Thus, the mercantilists articulated elements of a labour theory of value, 

alongside the usual preoccupation with policy and trade. Aside from historical curiosity, 

this fact is of interest insofar as it illustrates the degree to which later debates concerning 

value and form can be understood to repeat or break with their origins in political economy. 

Moreover, tracing the development of the debates over value provides a backdrop against 

which to see how various substantialist notions of labour and value continue to uncritically 

reproduce earlier incarnations.  

 

Within the mercantilist school, it is William Petty who came closest to articulating a labour 

theory of value. Petty’s investigation into ‘natural price’, based upon intrinsic qualities of a 
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product, as opposed to the market price determined through external factors, opened the 

way for the beginnings of a theory of value. Petty’s analysis reduces the problem of natural 

price to that of labour expenditure, arguing that corn and silver composed of equal labour 

time will be equivalent. In this way, Petty grasps the elements for an analysis of the 

magnitude of a commodity’s value by basing it upon the expenditure of labour time. In 

breaking down the components of the commodity and value into wages and rent of land, 

Petty already identifies the related problem of the need for a measure of value. However, as 

Rubin shows, Petty was unable to move beyond a confusion of value and its determination, 

insofar as his theorisation was at one moment based upon an analysis of use-value and the 

next upon exchange-value (Rubin 1989 [1929]: 64-76). 

 

Petty’s labour theory of value was based on the notion that the origin of all value resided in 

labour and land, with labour playing the key role. In this perspective, value is the 

expression of the labour directly expended on a given commodity as well as the labour 

leading up to the possibility of the production of the commodity in question. Petty thus 

constructed a theory of value that saw value as originating in past or stored-up labour. 

Given the emphasis on the idea of stored-up labour, Petty’s perspective considered non-

perishable commodities as not only superior to perishable commodities, but also the only 

form of commodity that could act as a store of value, and thus represent wealth. Productive 

labour, and the accumulation of value and wealth, consisted of those forms of labour that 

created tangible commodities which outlasted the production period. Commodities that 

added to the stock of a nation’s wealth were considered productive. Land offered the 

material upon which labour worked, and in so doing increased value and wealth.  
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Late mercantilists such as James Steuart continued unsuccessfully to grapple with the 

problem of the formation of price, turning around the question of ‘the real value’ of a 

commodity, and the profit made from a commodity upon alienation (Rubin 1989 [1929]: 

68). The real price of a commodity, for Petty, was the quantity of labour stored up in it. 

Where the real value of the commodity was effectively summed up in the costs of 

production, for Steuart, profit from alienation emerged from somewhere in exchange. Such 

a perspective is untenable as an explanation of surplus value and profit, unless the field of 

economic engagement is considered to be zero-sum. While the mercantilists failed to 

develop a complete labour theory of value, they did succeed in establishing key elements of 

the theory, which were reproduced in subsequent formulations.  

 

The Physiocrats, most notably François Quesnay, developed a more sophisticated labour 

theory of value, which offered both a theory of labour as productive of value and a theory 

of capital (Rubin, 1989 [1929]: 124-139). Where Petty had placed the origin of value in 

labour – every tangible commodity being in effect a store of past labour – Quesnay and the 

Physiocrats emphasized land over labour as the source of wealth, and held that only 

agricultural labour, at times including fishing and mining, was productive. In this sense, it 

is possible to discern a theory of value-producing labour in the Physiocrats’ work, even 

though they considered land to be the source of all wealth. These forms of labour were 

considered productive in the sense that they produced an output beyond subsistence. 

Connected to their notion of productive labour and surplus is a focus on economic activity 
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as a system of reproduction. The attention to the cycle of reproduction allowed the 

Physiocrats to develop elements of a theory of capital.  

 

In relation to the notion of productive labour, the Physiocrats developed a distinct system of 

social classes. Three general social classes emerge in physiocratic thought: the productive 

class; the sterile class; finally the landed proprietors. Clearly, the productive class is 

composed of those that produce wealth and value. The members of the sterile class may be 

necessary for circulation, but they do not produce any wealth, and at best participate in its 

movement and distribution. Proprietors of land do not play a productive function as far as 

Quesnay was concerned, except insofar as their purchasing and initial investments allowed 

capitalist farmers to work it. Farmers, then, are the productive labourers, whose work 

‘multiplies’ the source of wealth. However, it was not the labourers themselves who were 

considered productive, given that they themselves produced only an amount sufficient for 

their own reproduction, but rather the farmers who owned and invested in the farms. Based 

upon this conception of productive labour, a theory of capital and reproduction also 

emerges.  

 

Alongside and entwined with the theory of value, the other key contributions from the 

Physiocrats were a theory of capital, as well as an analysis of reproduction and circulation – 

in other words, an analysis of capitalism as system and totality. The Physiocrats’ focus 

upon agriculture as productive labour made clear the role of capital. Capital investments in 

the form of preparing the land for cultivation, logging, draining and fencing, for example, 

were understood as tinvestments made by proprietors, entitling them to output, or the net 
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produit. Movable investments were made by the capitalist farmers in the form of tools and 

machinery, animals for working and flocks of livestock, for example, to carry out 

production. The recognition by the Physiocrats of the necessity of these investments, and of 

the ongoing reinvestments required over time, constituted the basis for their theory of 

capital. Quesnay’s famous Tableau Economique put all this together as a totality of 

circulation and reproduction.  

 

Adam Smith was able to move beyond the perspective of the Physiocrats in certain key 

respects, but also reproduced their limitations in others. The most obvious progression lies 

in the fact that Smith dispenses with agriculture as the sole form of productive labour. 

Writing at the time of the rise of manufactures, Smith understood how various forms of 

labour were productive and connected this to his theory of value. Smith (1937 [1776]: 36) 

states that ‘labour, therefore…is the only universal as well as the only accurate measure of 

value, or the only standard which we can compare the values of different commodities at 

different times and places’. His emphasis on the idea that the division of labour increases 

productivity and output also allowed Smith to break with the restricted notions of 

agricultural production held by the Physiocrats. Smith also broadened the conception of 

capital. As Rubin points out, this meant that Smith was able to pick up and develop some of 

the ideas of Petty in a way that eluded the Physiocrats. With Smith, a more fully developed 

labour theory of value and a broadened conception of capital emerges. 

 

Smith was able to connect the division of labour to a labour theory of value. However, in 

doing so, he often oscillated between emphasizing different determinations of value, and he 
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also stumbled in maintaining his theory of value in the face of capitalist production. 

Although Smith aims to elaborate a theory of exchange-value rather than use-value, he is 

unable to overcome a duality in his approach to the labour theory of value. In the first place, 

Smith develops a theory of value based in labour in connection with pursuing an 

explanation for changes in value. Secondly, Smith attempts to establish a consistent, or 

invariable standard and measure of value, that of labour time. This duality in Smith’s 

approach leads him to a series of contradictions, including a conflation between objective 

and subjective approaches to value, and a certain confusion concerning the relationship 

between the labour expended in a commodity and the amount of labour that the commodity 

in turn commands. Further, Smith was unable to resolve the contradiction between 

materialized labour as exchanged in commodity, and the process through which living-

labour itself is traded as a commodity. Smith also confused the relationship between value 

and revenue - evident in the fact that Smith often derives value from revenue, rather than 

analysing revenue as the breaking up of value.  

 

Unlike Smith, David Ricardo (1949 [1817]: 5-33) focused upon the expenditure of labour 

as the determining factor in the formation of value. This move allowed him to do away with 

the contradiction between labour expended on a commodity and labour purchased by a 

commodity, and to instead focus his attention upon the quantitative dimensions of value 

and measure (Rubin, 1989). It is in this generic sense that Ricardo marks a continuation of 

substantialist conceptions of labour value. Nonetheless, Ricardo’s consideration of the 

temporal aspects of value creation introduced a degree of complexity to the subject that is 

not found in previous theorists. For example, the categories of absolute and relative value 
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articulated in Ricardo’s late work demonstrate an attention to variations in value and in 

time, while restating the position of labour-time as substance of value. 

 

The comments made above serve only to highlight the various conceptualizations which 

inform analyses of value and labour throughout classical political economy. Of course, all 

theorists are bound to be influenced by the political and theoretical context in which they 

find themselves. Thus the above is not offered as a critique of the failure to reach the truth 

of the theory of value, but only to trace the recurrence of a particular theoretical premise, in 

order to further problematize this premise as it operates in contemporary theory. Finally, 

and as a brief aside, it is worth pointing out common themes that are concomitant with the 

labour theory of value in its substantialist guise: namely, the distinction between productive 

and unproductive labour, or material and immaterial commodities and forms of production. 

As the sketch above shows, each of these conceptual distinctions is connected to a 

substantialist notion of value and labour. Already in Petty’s formulation of the question of 

value, which accords primacy to non-perishable commodities over perishable ones, and 

productive over unproductive labour, we can discern the foundational premises of the 

substantialist approach to labour and value. The physiocratic perspective rearticulates this 

idea, most clearly in its conception of productive labour as agricultural labour. While both 

Petty and Quesnay recognise other forms of labour, they ultimate anchor value in tangible 

or non-perishable commodities and the labour that produces them. Smith and Ricardo go 

beyond the perspectives of Petty and also Quesnay, but each in their own way recreates the 

terms of a substantialist conception of labour and value. Smith, as the economist of the 

manufacturing period, and Ricardo as the economist of the industrial, both struggled to 
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account for the creation and distribution of surplus value. Both Smith and Ricardo posed 

labour as magnitude and measure of value, yet neither managed to move beyond these 

formulations in their respective theoretical and analytical efforts. Neither posed the problem 

of the social form of production and value, or the form of value. These shortcomings 

become particularly problematic when one is confronted with a historical context in which 

service labour plays a key role. That is, the connection between productivity, value creation 

and tangible objects produces a conceptual hurdle when one wishes to theorise the 

particularity of ‘immaterial’ commodities such as ‘care’ and the labour involved in their 

creation. 

 

Even though he credits the development of the labour theory of value as an impressive and 

as yet unsurmounted feat in economic theory, Dooley nevertheless argues that the core flaw 

that each theorist of the labour theory of value inherits is the ‘materialist fallacy’. This 

fallacy, according to Dooley, consists in the error of asserting that labour creates all value 

and wealth, that commodities embody the labour of past times, and that production consists 

of physical things. Dooley argues that this problem runs throughout the work of all the 

major theorists from Petty to Marx (2005, 226). This insistence on a conception of the 

labour theory of value as a production theory of value, which entails the necessary 

tangibility of commodities, obscures various nuances in Marx’s notion of value and form. 

Arguably, Marx’s theory of value cannot be reduced to the labour theory of value as it is 

developed by the classical political economists. Yet Dooley’s assertion that Marx belongs 

unequivocally within this lineage is not uncommon. Indeed, insofar as the post-operaisti 

insist that the emergence of immaterial production fundamentally transforms the form and 
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functionality of value, they too make a similar claim to Dooley. The peculiar temporality 

and immateriality of services, for example, are said to dislocate the operability of value, as 

the concrete manifestation of the commodity is no longer a physical object in which value 

is stored. However, the post-operaisti then go on to identify immaterial labour and 

intangible commodities as the new foundation and source of all value. In this respect they 

break with the classical tradition on the question of tangible value while remaining entirely 

within the premises of a substantialist theory of labour.  

 

The preceding sketch of the development of the labour theory of value leading up to Marx 

is offered as a means to demonstrate that an understanding of value is necessary for the 

critique of work. As will become clear, the critique of labour needs to be understood as the 

critique of value. It follows that contemporary attempts to recast a politics of value from 

below, such as we find in the postworkerist theory of affect-value, end up reproducing the 

substantialist perspective outlined above.  

 

Marx on value: variations and ambivalences  

 
There is no doubt as to the numerous and contradictory ways in which Marx can be read. 

Ingo Elbe (2013), along with the other authors involved in the Neue Marx Lektüre, provide 

useful analyses of just some of these (see also, for example Heinrich, 2012 and 2013). Elbe 

traces a lineage of Marxist thought spanning three prominent perspectives: traditional 

Marxism, Western Marxism, and the Neue Marx Lektüre. Harry Cleaver (1979: 17-47) has 

similarly developed a schema for categorizing various approaches to reading Marx. For 

Cleaver, these approaches are the philosophic, political-economic and political readings, 
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each of which involves different inflections of interpretation, and different political 

implications. These categorizations suffice to demonstrate, even though they do not nearly 

exhaust, the multiple approaches to reading Marx. Insofar as the specific question of value 

is concerned, we can see that Marx leaves behind various avenues for interpretation, all of 

which are present in the lineages and perspectives outlined by Elbe and Cleaver 

respectively. Indeed, it is not difficult to see why and how Marx’s analysis of value and 

other questions has often been read in contradictory ways. As far as value is concerned, 

Marx certainly was engaged with the problem of the substance of value, and there are 

numerous references to labour as substance of value, and labour-time as its magnitude, in 

his work. If one were to read only these aspects of Marx on value, or indeed to read only 

the Capital volume I, then such a conclusion would not necessarily be surprising. However, 

as Elbe and Cleaver show, there is more than one way to read Marx, and it is not clear, as 

far as the question of value is concerned, that a neo-Ricardian and substantialist reading is 

the most adequate. 

 

As noted above, Mirowski is one of the most sophisticated critics of Marx’s theory of value. 

Mirowski locates Marx’s work within the context of the shifting innovations and insights of 

the physical sciences. According to Mirowski, Marx represents the ‘swan song’ of 

substantialist theories of value, whilst also acknowledging in Marx a nascent ‘field theory’ 

of value. Here is not the place to take up all the issues raised in Mirowski’s critique.
7
 

However, it is worth pointing to the fact that Mirowski, aside from the charge of two 

contradictory theories of value (substance and field theory), as far as the substance theory is 

                                                        
7
 One example of an attempt to take up Mirowski’s criticisms is George Caffentzis, ‘Crystals and Analytic 

Engines: historical and conceptual preliminaries to a new theory of machines’, Ephemera, 7:1 2007 
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concerned, consistently argues that for Marx value is simply ‘reincarnated’ or ‘buried’ in 

each commodity, which at the very least tends to ignore Marx’s considerations of value as a 

historical form. It is precisely Marx’s understanding of value as historical form that 

complicates the neat physicalism of labour and value. 

 

In the first edition of Capital volume I, Marx includes a note near the end of the first section 

of chapter one, which provides a significant clue to understanding where and how Marx 

breaks with classical political economy. Here Marx states that ‘now we know the substance 

of value. It is labour. We know the measure of its magnitude. It is labour-time. The form, 

which stamps value as exchange-value remains to be analysed’ (1990 [1867]: 131). Later, 

in another oft-quoted passage, Marx argues that ‘political economy has indeed analysed 

value and its magnitude…and has uncovered the content concealed within these forms. But 

it has never once asked the question why this content has assumed that particular form, that 

is to say, why labour is expressed in value, and why the measurement of labour by its 

duration is expressed in the magnitude of the value of the product’ (174). Rubin (1927 

[1975; 1978]: 114-115) has argued that for Marx, the category of value represents the unity 

of the substance, magnitude and form of value, but that in order to properly understand why 

value is not a physicalist concept, particular attention must be paid to the form of value: 

specifically through an analysis of abstract universal labour. It is Marx’s analysis of 

abstract labour that provides insight into the value form as historically specific to capitalism, 

and it is the analysis of the commodity that brings this to light. 
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Marx’s opening discussion of the commodity leads us toward an understanding of its dual 

form of existence. Marx is speaking here of the use-value and the value of a commodity, as 

well as the more nuanced relationship between value and exchange-value (1990 [1867]: 

152). A commodity’s use-value is its qualitative character and utility in the world. In this 

sense, human labour has always produced use-values, regardless of its historically 

determinate organisation. However, use-value is distinct from value, and it is only with 

capitalism as a historical formation that value as a social form and relation comes into 

being. In this respect, it is through exchange-value that value appears, and although use-

values, whether these be shoes, a computer or an education, for example, are the ‘material 

bearers of exchange value’ (126), as ‘exchange values they do not contain a single atom of 

use-value’ (128). At a certain point in the analysis of value, the concreteness of use-values, 

that is, their particular sensuous existence, drops behind their role as bearers of exchange-

value. It is value that now moves to the forefront of analysis 

 

What is true for commodities in general is true for the commodity of labour-power, and 

more specifically for labour-power applied in a given labour-process. For Marx, it is only 

within the historically determinate form of capitalism that labour assumes an objective 

quality; that is to say, it is only in capitalism that value as a social relation and form of 

organisation exists. Labour is subject to the same opposition between use and exchange, the 

dual character of labour is experienced as a contradiction from the perspective of the 

worker (Holloway: 83-99). Concrete labour-processes produce concrete use-values, for 

example, care, cars or coal. However, just as exchange-value contains not an atom of use-

value, abstract labour, the category that gives expression to value, has no residue of the 
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concrete labour that produced it.
8
 As such, it is not sufficient to look to the shifting types of 

concrete labour throughout capitalism to discover the theory of value; rather one must look 

to the processes through which given forms of concrete labour appear as abstract labour, 

that is to say, become expressed as value, and give expression to value.  

 

In Marx there is no smooth ontological condition that characterises and dominates the 

category of labour, particularly when analysed within the specificity of capitalist social 

relations. In other words, and following John Holloway, the dual character of labour, the 

split between the concrete and the abstract, is experienced as a lived contradiction, and a 

potential antagonism.  In particular, the contradictory condition of labour pertains to its 

various moments of existence as labour-power, variable capital, wage-labour, unwaged 

labour, and labour as activity. However, across all of these moments it is their actuality 

within the historically specific context of capitalism that gives them meaning and sets them 

in motion. It is important to point out, moreover, that the contradictory condition noted 

above is also expressed in the relationship between concrete and abstract or value-forming 

labour. Marx (1992 [1894]: 962) argues in Capital volume III that ‘when we have labour as 

value-forming in mind, we are not considering it in its concrete form as a condition of 

production, but rather in a social characteristic that is different from wage-labour’. The 

incorporation of labour as a component of a production process, as the variable component 

of capital, represented as wage-labour, shapes the particularity of the labour performed: the 

worker becomes a component of a specific, concrete labour process. However, labour 

                                                        
8
 Although Marx draws a categorical distinction between concrete and abstract labour, such that it is plausible 

to state that there is no residue of concrete labour within abstract labour, that perhaps value is indifferent to its 

origin in this regard, I will later emphasise that one can formulate a more complicated relationship between 

the concrete and the abstract, or between content and form, than is suggested in the above formulation.  
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relates to value only in so far as it is ‘abstract social labour’, and not due to its concrete 

particularity (Marx, 1990 [1867]: 308).  

 

Marx’s emphasis upon abstract labour allows him to move beyond the difficulties other 

labour theorists have confronted with respect to the tangibility or intangibility of the 

commodity. Given the emphasis placed upon the vendible commodity in theories of value 

and labour, it is not hard to see why it is that services, and immaterial production, pose a 

theoretical and conceptual challenge to substantialist theories of labour and value. The lack 

of a physical object within which value could be ‘stored’ in much of contemporary service 

work provokes this same problem. Service work disrupts the neat image of the commodity 

as store of value, an object that contains value quite literally, and something that can be 

moved, sold and consumed. However, it is worth emphasizing that the particularity of 

service, communications or transport labour processes do not, as far as Marx is concerned, 

necessarily prove a problem for the theory of value.  

 

For Marx, the production of a vendible commodity is not the condition that determines 

labour’s relationship with capital or value. Marx makes this clear enough in his discussion 

of productive and unproductive labour. In the first part of Theories of Surplus Value (TSV) 

when looking at material and ‘immaterial’ forms of production Marx argues that ‘neither 

the special kind of labour nor the external form of its product necessarily make it  

“productive” or “unproductive”’ (Marx, 1975: 165). Marx argues that the same labour can 

be productive or unproductive depending upon the context in which it takes place. That is, 

the use-value produced by a given labour can be productive or unproductive ‘no matter 



  Lineages of value, theories of labour 

 

53 

 

whether this use-value perishes with the activity of the labour-power itself or materialises 

and fixes itself in an object’, that is whether it produces a meal, a car or communication.  

 

In Capital volume II, Marx indicates a way we might begin to pose questions for the 

analyses of service industries that provide a firmer foundation from which to link these 

types of work to value as the organising force of social labour. Here Marx (1992 [1885]: 

133) points out that ‘there are…particular branches of industry in which the product of the 

production process is not a new objective product, a commodity’. He goes on to state that at 

the time of writing the only economically significant example of this is ‘the communication 

industry, both the transport industry proper, for moving commodities and people, and the 

transmission of mere information’. In each of these cases, Marx argues, ‘the useful effect 

can only be consumed in the production process; it does not exist as a thing of use distinct 

from this process’. In this passage, Marx is commenting on a specific question concerning 

the appearance of the movement of money capital, but the point here concerning 

communication is relevant to the present problem. In other words, this point is an opening 

into thinking through forms of immaterial production, and even labour as relationality, 

within the context of value’s organisation of social labour. 

 

In both the ‘Results on the Immediate Process of Production’ and the TSV, Marx rejects the 

argument that insists that the material content or form of output of a given labour process is 

the determining factor in the relationship between labour, capital and value. For example, 

Marx argues that ‘a singer who sings her song for her own account is an unproductive 

labourer. But the same singer commissioned by an entrepreneur to sing in order to make 
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money for him is a productive labourer; for she produces capital’ (1975: 401). Elsewhere 

in Theories of Surplus Value, Marx (1975: 166) states that  

 

an entrepreneur of theatres, concerts, brothels etc, buys the temporary disposal over the 

labour-power of the actors, musicians, [sex-workers] etc – in fact in a roundabout way 

that is only of formal economic interest; in its result the process is the same – he buys 

this so-called ‘unproductive’ labour, whose services ‘perish in the very instant of their 

performance’ and do not fix or realise themselves ‘any permanent’…‘subject of 

vendible commodity’…The sale of these to the public provides him with wages and 

profit. And these services which he has thus bought enable him to buy them again; that 

is to say, they themselves renew the fund from which they are paid for. 

 

I refer to these two examples in order to demonstrate that for Marx the particularity of the 

labour process is not the determining factor in the relationship between labour and value. 

Services and immaterial labour can be productive of value. Marx thus counters those 

arguments that insist upon a narrow focus on tangible commodities or industrial labour as 

necessarily central to capital accumulation.  

 

With the above examples in mind, it is possible to make some sense of Marx’s notion of 

industrial capital as a term that simply names the movement of self-valorising value. 

Writing in Capital volume II, Marx argues that industrial capital is not a name for a 

concrete form of production, and it does not refer to mass factory production of industrial 
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goods. Rather it is a name for analysing the movement of capital from the perspective of 

value. In this sense, industrial capital names the process or movement of self-valorising 

value. As Marx puts it, ‘industrial capital is the only mode of existence of capital in which 

not only the appropriation of surplus-value or surplus-product, but also its creation, is a 

function of capital’ (1975: 135-136). There is nothing in the notion of industrial capital that 

links it to the material character of the production of tangible commodities. What matters, 

rather, are the circumstances in which the work takes place. As Heinrich has stated, ‘capital 

invested in service enterprises also belongs to the category of industrial capital’, as it is 

articulated by Marx. Following Heinrich again, ‘the sole difference consists in the fact that 

that the finished product (whether a theatre performance or an act of transportation) is not a 

material object acting as independent commodity-capital; it can only be consumed 

simultaneously with its process of production’ (2012, 134). Thus the circuit of industrial 

capital as service would look something like: M-C(mp/l)…P-M’, that is would involve no 

independent commodity capital. However, although there is no independent form of 

commodity capital in this circuit, this does not change the conditions under which the 

service occurs, that is, through exchange.  

 

Yet while it is useful to look to Marx’s concept of industrial capital and Heinrich’s 

deployment of it to analyse service work in a critical light, these perspectives are not 

without their own shortcomings. In particular, it would be easy to read into Marx via 

Heinrich an analysis of service labour that is simply cast on an industrial scale. Walter 

Benjamin’s (2007: 217-252) reflections on automated, mass production of 

entertainment/culture, a form of service on an industrial scale, resonates here. However, it 



  Lineages of value, theories of labour 

 

56 

 

is clear enough that the contemporary transactional arrangements of service provision are 

not simply a mass industrial production of services, but involve an array of novel 

relationships and management regimes. Nonetheless, using this perspective to reframe the 

analysis of service work, and more broadly immaterial production, provides a nuanced lens 

through which to interrogate the relationship between immaterial labour and value, one 

which destabilises the assertion of an inherent, cooperative autonomy of immaterial labour 

from capital.   

  

A final comment on Marx’s approach to the value-form as is warranted here. As indicated 

above, for Marx, the question of the form of value is one that is related to but also distinct 

from the questions of the substance and magnitude of value. Analysing the question of the 

form of value implies the more nuanced problem of the relationship between private and 

social labour, concrete and abstract labour, and labour as a historically specific form of 

mediation and as a transhistorical capacity or activity. Coming to terms with the dynamics 

of these relationships can only be achieved through an analysis of the form of value. 

Insisting on this point, Marx argued in a letter to Kugelman that  

 

no natural laws can be done away with. What can change in historically different 

circumstances is only the form in which these laws assert themselves. And the form in 

which this proportional distribution of labor asserts itself, in the state of society where 

the interconnection of social labor is manifested in the private exchange of the 

individual products of labor, is precisely the exchange value of these products (Marx, 

1868). 
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While it is clear then that labour, production and distribution are necessary aspects of 

human societies, such a general assertion does not tell us anything about the historical 

specificity of the forms in which these relationships manifest. Regarding the problem of the 

measure of value, its magnitude and social regulation, it is clear that here too Marx breaks 

with the perspectives of the classical political economists. Writing to Kugelman again, 

Marx argued that  

 

The vulgar economist has not the faintest idea that the actual everyday exchange 

relations cannot be directly identical with the magnitudes of value. The essence of 

bourgeois society consists precisely in this, that a priori there is no conscious social 

regulation of production. The rational and naturally necessary asserts itself only as a 

blindly working average. 

 

The emphasis that Marx places on exchange and the complexity of measure in the above 

quotes gives a final indication of the significance of the problem of value-form. While it is 

certainly true that Marx’s analyses of labour are open to physicalist interpretations, they are 

in no way reducible to such interpretations.  

 

Value-Form: some recent contributions to the debate on value 

 
In light of the above discussion, it is legitimate to say that Marx’s analysis of value is not 

reducible to a substantialist conception of labour and value. Despite this, substantialist 

readings of Marx persist, including those proposed by Marxists. Such productivist, 

substantialist, physicalist or Ricardian readings of Marx insist on a conception of value as 

derived ultimately from embodied labour. However, a number of theorists have refuted this 
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approach to value in Marx’s work. In what follows, I consider the contributions of theorists 

who have taken up the question of the form of value as a way to challenge the substantialist 

charges. Touched on earlier in this chapter, the contributions I want to draw attention to 

now derive from the critical perspective of value-form theory. Picking up on the discussion 

of Marx’s rupture with substantialist conceptions of value developed in the previous section 

the following section will develop a deeper engagement with abstract labour and value 

theory.  

 

I.I Rubin is noted as an early and key theorist in challenging substantialist readings of Marx. 

In his book, Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value, Rubin (1990 [1928]) refutes the idea that 

Marx’s theory of value represents a continuation of the classical labour theory of value and 

instead develops a circulationist approach to value, where the act of measure is understood 

to take place through the process of exchange. Drawing on the third volume of Marx’s 

Theories of Surplus Value, Rubin argues  that ‘the theory of value does not seek an 

‘external standard’ of value, but its ‘cause’, ‘the genesis and immanent nature of value’’. 

Rubin goes on to argue that for Marx, value is not an external standard of measure built 

through homogenous units of labour time, but rather an immanent standard. ‘Immanent 

standard’ does not here mean the quantity that is taken as a unit of measure, but a ‘quantity 

which is connected with some kind of existence or some kind of quality’ (Rubin 1990 

[1928]: 126), and this is value: abstract labour. In other words, abstract labour as substance 

of value is not measured through an aggregation of units of concrete labour time. As Rubin 

further argues, ‘in Marx’s theory of value, the transformation of concrete labour into 

abstract labour is not a theoretical act of abstracting for the purpose of finding a general 
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unit of measurement’, as if abstraction were a single step of thinking through which to 

equalise different concrete forms on the level of the ideal. Rather, ‘this transformation is a 

real social event. The theoretical expression of this social event…is the category of abstract 

labour’ (144). In short, the real social event is value’s organisation of labour on the social 

level through the category of abstract labour and actualised or realised through the process 

of exchange. 

 

More recently Heinrich (2012) has criticized those who see the theory of value in 

substantialist terms. Heinrich argues that ‘the ‘substance of value’ as a figure of speech has 

frequently been understood in a quasi-physical manner: the worker has expended a specific 

quantity of abstract labour and this quantity exists within the individual commodity and 

turns the isolated article into an object of value’ (44). In a similar manner to Rubin, 

Heinrich emphasizes that abstraction is a real event that occurs through exchange, and that 

moreover, the relationship between exchange, abstraction and value disrupts the 

substantialist account of value as embodied labour, particularly when understood as a 

tangible commodity. Heinrich argues that ‘abstract labour cannot be measured in terms of 

hours of labour: every hour of labour measured by a clock is an hour of a particular 

concrete act of labour…abstract labour, on the other hand cannot be expended at all.  

Abstract labour is a relation of social validation that is constituted in exchange’ (50). 

Exchange and abstraction take place and mediate the relation between the individual labour 

and the total social labour, value is expressed in this process: ‘only with the act of exchange 

does value obtain an objective value form’. As a result, it is not possible to see value as a 

particular thing that simply exists in a commodity at the end of production: value is not an 
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aggregation of concrete hours that exists within a given commodity. It is, rather, a form of 

social mediation and domination specific to capitalism, expressed in labour.  

 

Nick Gray (2010) presents a theory of value that claims to overcome both the productivist 

and circulationist approaches to value. Gray names this approach the ‘capital-theory of 

value’, in which capital is a process that overrides the two spheres. As discussed earlier, the 

substantialist theory conceives of value in a physicalist sense, in which value is deposited in 

the individual object/commodity, and subsequently preserved and consumed. According to 

Gray, the circulationist approach insists that ‘value inheres in the relation between 

commodities which are exchanged against the universal equivalent, money’. This is evident 

in Rubin’s analysis of exchange as a pivotal organisational process. Gray argues that a 

capital-theory of value overcomes the opposition between the substantialist and 

circulationist approach. Gray argues that ‘value subsists only as the movement of its self-

expansion…this movement is the unity of the spheres of production and circulation qua 

production process of capital’.  Each sphere presupposes the other. Patrick Murray (2013) 

provides some further insights into the complexities of value and form, which also 

destabilize the substantialist foundations. Murray argues that the price-form is the most 

adequate expression of the value-form. Murray claims that  

 

the crux of Marx’s value-form theory lies in the proposition that money is the 

necessary form of appearance of value. That means that the price-form is the value-

form, for only in money can the value of commodities be expressed…commodities, 

value, exchange-value, money and prices constitute, for Marx, a whole from which no 

moment can be extracted (Murray, 2013: 125).  
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Postone’s analysis of abstract labour spends significant time displacing both a substantialist 

account of value and ontological conceptions of labour. In Postone’s account, the rejection 

of labour as an ontological category follows from Marx’s analysis of the dual nature of 

labour, and its split condition of being. As Postone (1993: 146) states: ‘the categories of 

Marx’s analysis…are intended not as ontological, transhistorically valid categories, but 

purportedly grasp social forms that themselves are historically specific’. From the 

perspective that Postone outlines here, the retreat into an ontologically grounded 

understanding of labour recapitulates a fundamental analytical error that Marx had sought 

to dispel.
9
  

 

Value-form: some limitations 

The perspective and mode of analysis developed in value-form theory effectively removes 

the lived dimension of re-/production from critique. That is, one of the implications of the 

critique of substantialist or physicalist concepts of value is also the removal of any notion 

of an antagonistic subject, or in the usual Marxian register, the proletariat. For example, 

Werner Bonefeld, a key theorist within the Open Marxism perspective, has critiqued 

Postone’s Time, Labour and Social Domination on the grounds of its attempts to ‘banish 

the class antagonism from the critique of political economy’ (2004). For Bonefeld, Postone 

‘fails to conceptualise [the] essential relationship, that is the antagonism between capital 

and labour’, and only ‘conceives of human social ‘action’ as something that is embedded 

within the framework of abstract social forms’ (110). In this maneuver, the critique of 

                                                        
9
 For further debates and perspective on these questions see Ben Fine and Alfredo Saad-Filho (2007), Jim 

Kincaid (2007), Massimo De Angelis (1995), Axel Kicillof and Guido Starosta (2007).  
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capital is ‘replaced with a theory of capital and critique of labour’, the effect of which is to 

remove and ignore the conflict between labour as a living subject and capital. Value-form 

theory, as a result, is defined by an absence of politics, if we define politics as the struggle 

of the proletariat. However, this has been read positively by some. Authors associated with 

the perspective of communisation
10

 articulate this aspect of value-form theory as a kind of 

‘anti-politics’, or at least an anti-programmatism, arguing that the ‘critical import of value-

form theory is that it calls into question any political conception based on the affirmation of 

the proletariat as the producer of value’ (Endnotes Collective, 2010: 93). Such a perspective 

is arguably quite limited in addressing the actual conditions of work, and indeed the 

connection of this to the problem of value. 

 

The shortcomings of value-form theory might also be attributed to a certain imprecision 

concerning the shifting forms of work and the new labour processes that emerge as capital 

and class recompose themselves. In this sense, we might be able to speak of two 

materialities of value and class struggle which necessarily inform the materialist critique of 

capitalism: on the one hand, the materiality of the value-form expressed in the dual nature 

of labour, and on the other, a ‘micro’ materiality which consists of the organisation of work 

and managerial techniques of control of labour. To a limited degree Samuel Knafo (2007) 

and Massimo De Angelis (1995 and 2007), among others (e.g. Lebowitz, 2003) provide 

examples of analysing the relationship between the labour process and the creation of value, 

to the extent that they have attempted to analyse how antagonism in the labour process 

cannot be divorced from the question of value, but rather plays a determining role in its 

                                                        
10

 Communisation emerged primarily in the French context of the 1970s, in the work of Gille Dauve and the 

group Troploin, as well as the group Theorie Comuniste. See the journals Endnotes 1 and 2, and Sic. 
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creation and magnitude. Nonetheless, these efforts have either, in the case of De Angelis, 

cut out some of the critical contributions of value-form theory, or otherwise neglected the 

implications of emergent forms of work and techniques of control (Knafo, 2007). The 

difficulty lies in bridging the respective insights of value-form theorists and those that have 

developed labour process or compositionist critiques of capitalism. Postworkerism has 

contributed much to addressing this difficulty, but it too falls short. As pointed out above 

their error inheres in their framing of the critique of labour and value, their conflation of 

concrete and abstract labour, and their elevation of immaterial labour to an ontological 

status.  

 

Two possible consequences flow from the way in which one interprets Marx on the dual 

nature of labour and the materiality of concrete and abstract labour. One tendency either 

misunderstands or ‘rejects’ the theory of value and any engagement with the value-form, 

while amongst value-form theorists, we often witness a flight into the sphere of Marxian 

categories with little connection to the compositionist problems of work and the labour 

process. The limits and the potential of the value-form perspective lie in the difficulty of 

bridging the abstract and the concrete. As Arthur has pointed out, while value as abstract 

labour constantly seeks to rid itself of the bodily figure of the proletariat, of the concrete, 

this is never fully achievable. Put differently, the historical contradiction of capitalism is at 

least in part the lived antagonism of the body of labour – and the problematic of value 

resides in this very tension.  
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Riccardo Bellofiore (2009), a theorist and economist whose work spans a critical 

engagement with operaismo and value theory, has used the metaphor of a ghost to explore 

the tension between the abstract and the concrete, or the form and content. Bellofiore plays 

with the ideas of value as a ghost that is present throughout the re-/production of capital, in 

the sense that value is the presupposition of capitalist production, which must strive to 

become a vampire, a realized force that continues to feed off living labour. Although these 

metaphors are perhaps particularly apt for a model of production that posits the living body 

of the worker against the mass of dead labour that is the machine, I want to contend that the 

description Bellofiore provides can tell us something about work even in the form of 

immaterial production and services. This requires us to retain a conception of the 

commodity that is in keeping with Marx’s conception outlined earlier: the particular form 

of the thing exchanged is less significant than the conditions under which exchange occurs.  

 

As Bellofiore writes, ‘the content which moves the exposition of Capital is the commodity 

– that is, it is neither the substance of value nor the form of value alone, but rather the 

contradictory polarities of value and use-value and the development of this contradiction.’ 

The commodity, whether it be tangible or intangible, as a historical form which dominates 

production, draws together both substance and form, each presupposing the other. 

Continuing with Bellofiore, ‘in Marx, the movement goes from content to form, but the 

content is always, in a sense, form determined’ whilse  ‘(surplus) value production is 

demand-driven, while the actual extraction of living-labour depends on class struggle in 

production’ (Bellofiore, 2009: 182). What is of significance in Bellofiore’s formulation is 

the complex interrelation he draws between form and content, and the degree to which 



  Lineages of value, theories of labour 

 

65 

 

these factors determine each other. As noted above, this is perhaps most simply applied to 

the image of mass industrial production, but we can use this same formulation to develop 

some key hypotheses concerning the content and form of service, immaterial and affective 

labour, which will allow us to connect the latter with the problem of value-form, and in so 

doing create an opportunity to break with the ontological turn of postworkerist theory. 

 

Conclusion: postworkerism and the recurring limits of substantialist accounts of 

labour and value 

 
Robert Kurz of wertkritik has argued that ‘no socialism of any kind is possible within the 

horizons of the ontology of labor, which is to say that the commodity form of social 

reproduction can only be overthrown together with “labor”’ (1991: ). Although there are 

ambivalences in terms of how Marx himself engaged with this problem, there is sufficient 

evidence outlined throughout this chapter that Marx developed a rigorous critique of labour 

as a transhistorical and ontological category. I have argued that it is this contribution that 

helps us most in our critique of labour and the reproduction of capitalist social relations. 

However, Negri’s ontology of immaterial being rests upon an ontological conception of 

labour and the so-called immeasurability of value, labour and time in the contemporary 

context of post-Fordism. Although other postworkerist theorists have less to say about an 

ontology of immaterial being, they share Negri’s perspective on immeasurability. In the 

following chapters, I will show that there is at the very least an implicit connection between 

the ontology of immaterial labour and the postworkerist arguments concerning value and 

measurability.  
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In pursuing the above problem, I in no way wish to diminish the contribution of 

postworkerism to contemporary debates and the theorisation of political struggle. 

Postworkerists have contributed much in insisting on theorizing immaterial and affective 

labour, and broadening the scope of what is not only considered work, but the multiple sites 

of struggle that characterise the contemporary political terrain. Postworkerists have also 

consistently rejected the division between ‘fictitious’ and ‘real’ capital/economy/value. 

They also reject the substantialist account of value in its Ricardian variation. I pointed out 

above that this very rejection exposes a somewhat superficial engagement with the problem 

of value in the first place. However, their rejection remains consistent. And yet, the 

postworkerists are unable to avoid regrounding their own conception of labour, value and 

politics in immaterial production and the entwining of value and affect.  

 

In the work of the postworkerists, particularly Hardt and Negri, we can detect a continuing 

tendency to reiterate a unique, but nonetheless substantialist account of labour and value. In 

the following chapters I will show that this theoretical problem finds its clearest expression 

in a Spinzozist ontology of substance. The recapitulation of labour as substance or 

foundation is expressed most clearly in the project of refounding value from below, as 

value-affect. The flattening of the contradictions of labour into a singular ontological 

substance of value-affect, ‘autonomous in the capital relation’, sidesteps the task of 

critiquing labour and thereby divests the political critique of labour of all critical purchase. 

This problem is compounded when read against the value-form contributions. The slippage 

from the operaista perspective of the refusal of work, to the postworkerist ontology of 

affective labour highlights the political impasse postworkerism has reached.  
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To be clear, the point of my argument is not to recapitulate the value-critique perspective, 

which cannot properly take account of the materiality of struggle. Indeed, I argue that we 

can and should speak of class struggle and the place of labour within this struggle: that is, 

the concrete practices of class antagonism. However, if we are to do this then we cannot 

automatically begin with a valorisation of those concrete practices that bear witness to our 

thorough incorporation within the reproduction of capital. Rather we need to retain an 

element of negation, and it is here that the critique of value and an attention to Marx’s 

categories remain important.  



 

 

Chapter 2: The emergence of postworkerism, and the question of class 

composition 

 

Introduction 

 

Chapter One provided an analysis of broad conceptual problems in the postworkerist 

attempt to rethink a politics of labour and value through the categories of affect and 

immaterial production. I showed that it is the tendency to reinscribe a substantialist or 

foundationalist account of labour and value qua affect that leads to the ontological and 

political impasse of postworkerist thought. The present chapter shifts focus to specific 

theoretical developments within the currents that move from operaismo to postworkerism. 

Three substantive points are made in this chapter, concerning respectively: class 

composition as a mode of analysis; feminist workerists’ expansion of and break with 

classical operaismo, and the bearing this has upon contemporary postworkerism; finally the 

emergence of postworkerism and its reworking of the approach to class composition. I 

noted in the previous chapter that postworkerism begins from the premise of an epochal 

shift in the form of capitalism, characterised by a transformed class composition that is 

dominated by the hegemony of immaterial labour. In this chapter I will critically analyse 

postworkerism’s understanding of this alleged epochal transition, the connection between 

this shift and the terms of class composition, and its bearing upon the political thought of 

postworkerism. 

  

The first section of the chapter will look at class composition as a mode of analysis. Class 

composition analysis is one of the most important contributions made by the operaisti to 
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critical Marxist thought. Class composition analysis is comprised of the categories of 

technical and political composition. The former names the various arrangements and 

structures of work, labour processes and reproduction. The latter expresses the political and 

cultural relations, organisation and potentials within working class life that enable it to 

struggle against and beyond the normative reproduction of capital. Class composition 

analysis is a dynamic theoretical and empirical approach to the analysis of labour and 

capital, in which the forms of struggle that emerge within the political composition of class 

are understood to challenge, subvert and overcome a given order of technical composition. 

Thus, neither category is inherently static; indeed they move and change within the context 

of class struggle. The discussion of class composition in this chapter will provide a context 

for arguments made in chapters four, five, and six of this thesis, which revisit the problem 

of technical composition and affect.  

 

Following the above, I will provide an analysis of feminist contributions to and breaks with 

classical operaismo. Workerist-feminist criticisms of the limits of factory-centred class 

composition analysis brought a deeper level of sophistication to operaismo. By the late 

1960s, feminist contributions to workerist politics were already attentive to the limitations 

of a strict focus on waged, particularly factory, workers, and began to focus instead on the 

specific condition of women in the household. The result was a renewed debate on 

domestic and reproductive labour and its relationship to capital, and a rigorous attempt to 

theorise the domestic and reproductive sphere through a Marxist and autonomist lens. This 

move represented an expansion of and a break with the scope and horizons of classical 

operaismo. It is significant both for the argument of the present thesis and the postworkerist 
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articulation of affective labour.  To the extent that the postworkerist understanding of 

affective labour includes all forms of work previously not considered to be work, such as 

emotional, reproductive and caring labour, it tacitly draws upon the contributions of early 

workerist-feminists. However, important differences can be discerned between the 

workerist-feminist critique of domestic and reproductive labour and the postworkerist 

perspective on affective labour. Indeed, many have criticised the postworkerists for 

marginalising the contributions of these earlier movements and obscuring the critical 

political insights of workerist-feminism. Thus my analysis of the contributions made by the 

workerist feminists will provide the necessary backdrop to my later discussions of class 

composition and affect.  

 

The final substantive section of the chapter will cover the emergence of postworkerism and 

the reappraisal of class composition that characterises this perspective. In particular, I will 

present a critical analysis of the postworkerist theorisation of the technical composition of 

immaterial production. Within the broad milieu of postworkerism, different emphases, 

inflections and outright disagreements can be discerned with respect to the questions of 

labour and class composition. However, despite the differences of inflection, for example 

between those who assert the primacy of language or affect, I maintain that contemporary 

postworkerist theorists share something in common. This common foundation can be 

summed up in the idea that the ontological substance of language, affect and labour as 

constitutes the basis for the reconfiguration of value. I will conclude the chapter with an 

outline of how the postworkerist perspective on the technical composition of immaterial 

production sets the terms for the ontological turn. This rearticulation of labour and value in 
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ontological terms, and the inversion of Marx’s categories of general intellect and fixed 

capital which informs it, effectively collapses the categories of technical and the political 

composition into a singular productive substance making it impossible to differentiate 

critique from affirmation.  

 

Class composition analysis as method and perspective 

 
i) The technical and political composition of class 

The theorists of Italian operaismo developed and honed an approach to the critique of 

capitalism through the analysis of class composition. This is ultimately their unique 

contribution to Marxist and communist thought and practice. It would be incorrect to argue 

that they did so without any historical reference points. In this regard, the operaisti fit into a 

particular lineage of Marxist and small ‘c’ communist thinking that is often considered 

heretical from the point of view or traditional Marxism. Particular examples of this class 

struggle or subjectivist Marxist perspective include the Johnson-Forrest Tendency and 

Socialisme ou Barbarie
11

 Nonetheless, operaismo developed a unique contribution to this 

Marxist tendency, in particular through its approach to class composition. It is in the pages 

of the two journals Quaderni Rossi (Red Notebooks) and Classe Operaia (Working Class) 

that the categories of class composition analysis were first developed.
12

 From the 

                                                        
11

 The Johnson Forest Tendency, the name referring to pseudonyms taken by CLR James and Raya 

Dunayevskaya, emerged within and then split from the US Trotskyist movement in the 1940s. Socialisme ou 

Barbarie emerged in France in 1949 developing a critique of orthodox Marxism in the French context. For a 

discussion of how these two perspectives fit into a common lineage with operaismo see Harry Cleaver (1979: 

45-51) 
12

 The early theorists in this tradition undertook a re-reading of Marx within the context of emerging leftist 

struggle in Italy in the early 1960s, and over time contributed to the development of a strong extra-

parliamentary left movement. This project was undertaken as a break with the existing communist (PCI) and 

socialist (PSI) parties of the day and aimed to develop and explore a radical political practice. From its origin 

the ‘perspective of autonomy’ (Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Eden, 2012) was a heretical theory and practice. It is 

no surprise that a number of the theses that were developed by these theorists, while based in a reading of 
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perspective of operaismo, class composition names the given set of relations between 

living-labour and capital, with the express aim of understanding and articulating these 

relations as expressions of antagonism. In a divergence from Marx’s analysis of the 

composition of capital,
13

 the operaisti approach the inquiry into class composition from the 

bottom up, or with an inverted periscope. Class composition analysis thus represents both a 

methodological and political way of seeing the capital-labour relation and class 

antagonism, as well as the dynamic of political movement and transformation within this 

antagonism. Put otherwise, class composition analysis constitutes a perspective in which 

class analysis is not reducible to a project of historical interpretation or political economy 

(Tronti, 1972; Bologna, 1977), but is rather an immediately political method in its 

orientation. A tension between the desire to formulate a method of political interpretation 

and intervention, and the danger of becoming just a form of historical interpretation has 

                                                                                                                                                                         
Marx, were and remain contrary to or beyond a good part of more so-called ‘orthodox’ Marxisms, and the 

various incarnations of the ‘official’ labour movement. The peculiarity of autonomist perspectives on class 

composition is no exception to this. See Steve Wright (2002). 
13

 Marx wrote of the composition of capital in Chapter 25 of Capital volume I (1991). Marx states that ‘the 

composition of capital is to be understood in a twofold sense’: the value composition and the material 

composition, or the value-composition and the technical composition of capital. The value composition of 

capital is ‘determined by the proportion in which it is divided into constant capital…and variable capital’ 

(762-763). The technical composition is ‘determined by the mass of the means of production employed…and 

the mass of labour necessary for their employment.’ Adding a further dimension, Marx states that the organic 

composition of capital is the value composition of capital ‘in so far as it is determined by its technical 

composition and mirrors the changes in the latter’. For Marx, the relationship between technical and value 

composition comes together in the organic. However, where Marx talks of the composition of capital in the 

relationship between constant and variable capital, and the shifting proportional relationship between these 

components, the workerist theory of class composition makes a much more explicit move to draw out the 

subjective and political forces in motion within a given compositional relationship. Indeed, the terms of 

analysis shift from the composition of capital to the composition of class. So while Marx’s categories for the 

composition of capital articulate the relationship between machinery, science, technology, production and 

living-labour, the perspective given in Capital volume I is ultimately that of capital and value in an objective 

or formal dimension. Subjectivity, and thus for the operaisti class antagonism, is removed from Marx’s 

analysis of the composition of capital, whether that be of the value, technical or organic composition. Against 

this analysis of the value and technical composition of capital, the operaisti propose the analysis of class 

composition, as an attempt to read politically these same relations from the perspective of the working class, 

or living-labour.  
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remained at the heart of operaismo (Bologna, 1977)
14

. Nonetheless, in terms of its 

expressed purpose, class composition analysis sought to locate the subjective perspective of 

class struggle as the transformative force capable of shifting and ultimately superseding the 

political, institutional, legal and everyday configuration of capitalist reproduction. Class 

composition analysis was the pivotal lens developed by the operaisti to locate and express 

this subjective perspective of class struggle.  

 

Class composition attempts to locate class formation in a dynamic historical context. Class, 

for the operaisti, is not a pure consciousness waiting to be attained, nor an a priori reality 

preceding class antagonism. Rather, class is formed in struggle. The specificity of this 

struggle, for the operaisti, is expressed in the dynamic conflict between the technical and 

political composition of class. I agree with Gigi Roggero’s (2011: 92) conceptualization of 

the relationship between technical and political composition when he argues that ‘between 

technical and political composition, in fact, there is neither symmetry nor a dialectical 

reversal, because class does not pre-exist the material and contingent historical conditions 

of its subjective formation’. As Roggero suggests, the formation of class ‘is at once what is 

at stake and the condition of possibility of a conflict, rather than an a priori fact’ (92). The 

subjective formation of class is thus not reducible to the specificities of technical 

composition, but neither can class struggle occur in a pure ideal space outside of technical 

composition.  

 

                                                        
14

 This particular tension informed various splits between the operaisti. Later as the struggles of the mass 

worker changed shape, and the rise of autonomia intensified, there were further debates concerning the point, 

orientation and capabilities class composition analysis. Negri’s formulation of the operaio sociale in this 

context was highly controversial.  
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It is in Tronti’s Operai e Capitale (1966) that we find the Copernican Inversion of class 

perspective for which the operaisti are known. The most famous articulation of the 

Copernican Inversion, which sets the premise of the subjective perspective of class struggle 

characteristic of operaismo, is found in the following oft quoted passage in Tronti’s book. 

Tronti (1966: 89) states: 

We too have worked with a concept that puts capitalist development first, and workers 

second. This is a mistake. And now we have to turn the problem on its head, reverse 

the polarity, and start again from the beginning: and the beginning is the class struggle 

of the working class. At the level of socially developed capital, capitalist development 

becomes subordinated to working class struggles; it follows behind them, and they set 

the pace to which the political mechanisms of capital’s own reproduction must be 

tuned. 

 

Tronti’s argument emphasises the activity of the working class as the dynamic force of 

change within capitalism. Whilst Tronti’s inversion constitutes an exciting challenge to 

various narratives of capitalist development that focus only on the dynamic power of 

capital as the mover of social change, a latent danger is also evident. Namely, the potential 

to ‘extol…a mythical Class in its Autonomy’ (Wright, 2002: 4). For this reason, the 

concept of class composition has been described as a ‘skeleton key which opens all doors’ 

(Bologna, 1977) and as a tool to break or force all locks (Wright 1980; Wright 2002), 

referring to both its ingenuity as a mode of thinking class relations, but also to the fact that 

it has arguably been used as a method beyond its capacity. It is therefore necessary to resist 

taking Tronti’s challenge as an article of faith, and instead to retain it as a lens through 

which to draw out the complex relationship between the material structure of class as a 
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component of capital and the subjective dimensions of class in struggle. As Wright (2002: 

4-5) points out, at its best what class composition analysis set out to achieve was an 

analysis of the dynamic interaction between the technical and the political composition of 

class.  

 

On first appearance the technical composition of class is simply an expression of the 

structural organisation of labour-power in the production process, and the conditions of the 

reproduction of labour-power. Put otherwise, technical composition expresses the 

technological conditions, or lack thereof, that determine the characteristics of the labour 

and valorisation process within a given area of work. The analysis of the technical 

composition of class is thus an engagement with the myriad features of what is required to 

perform specific tasks ‘on the job’. However, what sets it apart as an analytical category 

from other theoretical perspectives that focus upon similar issues, such as labour process 

theory or Marx’s own discussion of technical composition and the reduction of labour to 

the condition of variable capital, is the fact that it is not a static category. Technical 

composition can ultimately be understood as the crystallisation of previous relations of 

class struggle; it is a particular expression of the dynamic antagonism between a politically 

composed class movement, and the attempt by capital to reimpose the conditions for its 

own valorisation. At the same time that technical composition expresses this historical 

dimension, it also constitutes some of the fundamental elements through which ongoing, 

recomposing developments of political struggle will emerge.  
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If the technical composition of class expresses the above dimensions of the capital-labour 

relation, then political composition as a theoretical and analytical category names the forms 

and relations that proletarian struggle takes. As Sergio Bologna (1977: 62) states:  

 

When we said political class composition we meant not only the technical 

composition, the structure of labour-power, but also the sum and interweaving of the 

forms of culture and of behaviours of the mass worker and all the strata subsumed to 

capital.  

 

Following Bologna, the political composition of class extends beyond technical 

determinations and takes into consideration, for example, the worker’s  

 

link (or his [sic] break) with the family clan, his past as working class emigrant, in 

contact with more advanced technologies, and with societies with more advanced 

command over labour-power, their past as political and or union activist, or his past as 

a member of a Catholic, patriarchal clan.  

 

The consideration of these elements operates as the texture for the development of political 

struggle, expressed in the following conclusion: these lived relations are  

 

all translated into acquisitions of struggle, into political wisdom, a sum of subcultures 

which catalyse each other, in contact with the massification of labour or with its 

inverse process, of fragmentation and dispersion over territory.  
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The political composition of class, for Bologna, embraces a complex of relations, and 

indeed forms of attachment, detachment and intimacies, which resist the reduction of 

living-labour to the specificities of any given labour process.  

 

The political composition of class, then, extends beyond the determinations of the technical 

composition. However, it does not do so at a complete remove. Rather, the tension and 

antagonism expressed in the labour-capital relation and in the form of the political 

composition of class, takes place across the grid of relations mobilised in the technical 

arrangements of work. The consideration of the technical composition of class is important 

because it allows for the political critique of work to be materially grounded. The danger 

that Wright (2002) points to, namely that class composition potentially evokes a mythical 

conception of class, is mitigated by an attention to the problem of technical composition. 

The technical composition of class does not over-determine the political, but locates class 

and subjectivity historically.  

 

Retaining a dynamic characterisation of the relationship between the technical and political 

composition of class challenges those perspectives that would seek to elevate either of the 

categories to a simple primacy. For example, some theorists have argued that to take 

seriously the analysis of the technical composition of class is to elevate it to the level of an 

overdetermining structural force. For example, Nick Southall (2010: 283) has argued that 

the technical composition of class fails to understand the continuous struggle of the 

proletariat as an autonomous force. Rather, for Southall, the technical composition of class 

can only express the analysis of the proletariat at the level of variable capital. Southall 
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ultimately sees only contradiction between the technical and political composition of class. 

The editorial for the first issue of Zerowork articulates a similar position, arguing that rather 

than focusing on the technical constrictions on labour the journal will focus on ‘the forms 

by which workers…affirm themselves as a class with political power’. In this sense the 

‘working class is defined by its struggle against capital’, and the relations generated in this 

process, rather than by ‘its productive function’ (Zerowork, 1975). While the perspectives 

of Southall and the Zerowork editorial are useful in insisting on the dynamics of political 

composition, they risk doing away with the dynamic relationship between technical and 

political composition. That is, they risk marginalising the relationship between the material 

and subjectivist processes of struggle. Southall
15

 generally circumvents this problem by 

locating his comments on class composition within an analysis of contemporary social 

movements, while the Zerowork project was characterised by far more precise analyses 

than contemporary postworkerism. When the dynamic relationship of technical and 

political composition is ignored, class tends to be reduced to an idealist foundation that 

dehistoricises and disables class struggle. I will argue below that this is precisely the error 

of postworkerism.  

 

ii) History, periodisation, hegemony of tendency 

Class composition analysis sought to locate the subjectivist perspective of class antagonism 

in its historically specific and contradictory forms. Although such an analysis paid 

significant attention to the micro-materiality of work and the hierarchies that existed within 

                                                        
15

 Nick Southall (2010) presents a thorough, critical analysis and political reading of the strengths, limitations 

and influence of the work of Hardt and Negri in contemporary political and social movements. Thus Southall 

makes a significant and important contribution to the literature on Hardt and Negri, contemporary autonomist 

Marxism and political theory. 
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the working class, class composition also became a lens through which to generalise 

historical periods. It is possible to identify a tension then between the levels of the 

particular and the general in class composition analysis. On the one hand, the attention to 

the particular enables a nuanced analysis of the arrangements of work and the struggle 

against it. On the other hand, class composition analysis operates as a framework to 

characterise broad and ‘hegemonic’ historical tendencies, expressed in a dominant 

subjective figure. The generalisation from the particular to the so-called hegemonic class 

figures is not always smooth, and this problem is particularly clear within postworkerism. 

Bologna (1977) gave one summation of this tension when he noted that militant 

historiography is necessarily behind the times, and so while the analysis of class 

composition can be refined, and thus describe with better precision material reality, it 

nonetheless lags and is incapable of anticipating forms of political practice that have not yet 

in reality actually happened. Nonetheless, a methodological commitment to historical 

periodisation expressed through changes in class composition characterises operaismo and 

postworkerism.  

 

The process of historical periodisation, for operaismo, occurs at two related levels. The first 

level focuses on the specific arrangements of work, while the second accounts for broader 

social components of reproduction, such as the form of the state (see for example Negri, 

1988).
16

 The relationship between these two levels of periodisation is articulated through 

                                                        
16

 Bologna (1977) states in his ‘Eight Theses on Militant Historiography’, that ‘with the category of class 

composition militant historiography is able to move to a terrain of social history and of political-institutional 

history’. Tronti (1972) distinguishes between two approaches in understanding and analysing capitalist 

development and working class struggle. The first approach is chronological, detailing events and facts in the 

cycles of labour struggles. The second approach ‘is to move through great historical events by pausing on 

macroscopic groups of facts yet untouched by the critical consciousness of labour thought (pensiero operaio) 
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what the operaisti call cycles of struggle and class decomposition and recomposition (Dyer-

Witheford, 1999; Cleaver, 1979). Following on from the relationship between the technical 

and political composition of class outlined above, the operaisti (and now postworkerists
17

) 

theorise a series of antagonistic subjective practices (political composition) arising from the 

material structure of work (technical composition). It was by examining the tension 

between the technical and political composition of class that the workerists made sense of 

the rearrangements of capitalist reproduction and forms of work: from the skilled worker of 

the manufacturing era, to the deskilled worker of Fordism. The operaisti trace the general 

movement of class figures from the professional worker of the late nineteenth century into 

the first decades of the twentieth; through decomposition and recomposition of the mass 

worker of Fordist production in the late 1960s, to the theorisation of the hybrid movements 

of autonomia (Bologna, 1973, 1977; Alquati, 2013 [1961]). Some operaisti understood the 

composition of the autonomia movements, as animated by the socialised worker of 

tertiarised capitalism – an intuition that represents a precursor to contemporary 

postworkerism (Negri, 1988).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                         
and therefore excluded from a class understanding that translates them into a political use of their 

consequences’ (Tronti, 1972). Going further, Tronti continues, ‘When relevant these events isolate a 

fundamental aspect of capitalist society. They cut a cross-section that goes from a series of struggles to a set 

of political-institutional, scientific, or organisational answers’ (1972). Negri has argued that ‘1848-71; 1871-

1917. This periodisation seems to provide the only adequate framework for the theorisation of the 

contemporary state’ (1988: 9). Negri later theorised the state as the planner-state, the crisis-state, the nuclear-

state, with Felix Guattari the concept of ‘Integrated World Capitalism’, and finally with Hardt, Empire. Negri 

has argued numerous times that the events of 1968 fundamentally shifted class composition and the political 

forms of struggle.  
17

 While postworkerists have retained an engagement with the categories of technical and political 

composition, which I address at the end of this chapter and throughout the following chapter, it is worth 

noting here that the analysis carried out through these categories shifts in postworkerism. Matteo Pasquinelli 

(2014: 79) has recently addressed the relationship between the technical and political composition of class 

through to postworkerism, coupled with a reading of Marx on the organic composition of capital (see footnote 

2 above), which identifies 7 forms of technical composition and related political composition of class. I will 

return to postworkerism and class composition, as well as Pasquinelli’s argument in the closing section of this 

chapter and the following chapter.  
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At its high point of activity, operaismo focused on the figure of the mass worker of the 

Fordist factory
18

. Characterised by Keynesian state policies and Fordist arrangements of 

(re)production, the mass worker became the hegemonic figure of class composition. As far 

as the operaisti were concerned, the mass factory worker represented the key figure and 

prime source of antagonism in the technical composition of Fordism. Although the operaisti 

expanded the notion of the factory beyond the walls of the factory proper then, by 

proposing the concepts of the social factory and the real subsumption of labour to capital, 

for all practical purposes they accorded the factory worker a privileged position. In doing 

so, they marginalised other types of labour from the analysis of class composition and 

obscured the relations between different groups of workers. The tendency to focus 

organisation and political composition upon a hegemonic figure of antagonistic 

subjectivity, assumed to shape the class in its totality, has a paradoxical effect upon the 

praxis of autonomist Marxism. It creates hierarchies of importance and power, at the same 

time as it smooths over actual differences and divisions within the proletariat.  

 

Workerist analyses of class composition and the mass worker thus struggled with the 

familiar problems associated with Leninism and its understanding of the relationship 

between the ‘vanguard’ and the ‘masses’. The workerists failed to move beyond their 

Leninist origins in two significant respects: in their insistence upon an (albeit changing and 

dynamic) hegemonic class figure, and in their formulation of the relationship between ‘the’ 

                                                        
18

 The emergence of the mass worker as a figure of class composition is linked directly, as far as Negri and 

operaismo are concerned, with the capitalist state response, identified with the work of Keynes, to the USSR, 

and also with the Fordist linking of consumption and demand.  
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organisation and the actuality of class in struggle.
19

 The privileging of a particular moment 

or expression of class subjectivity retains a sometimes latent, sometimes explicit Leninism. 

To this degree, the operaisti and postworkerists betray their own arguments that class is 

produced in struggle. 

 

Workerist-feminist critiques 

 
I noted above that Tronti is often credited with performing a novel and important political 

and theoretical manoeuvre in his Copernican inversion of the class perspective. This 

inversion allowed him to relocate the point of departure for communist politics and 

capitalist restructuring in the ‘struggle of the working class’. However, it took further 

inversions of perspective within the theoretical development and political struggles of 

operaismo and autonomia to displace the narrow focus on the industrial or mass worker, 

and to move beyond various Leninist formulations of organisation. The rise of the student 

movement and unemployed workers’ struggles contributed to this displacement (Wright, 

2002), as did migration from periphery to centre (Mitropoulos, 2006). Yet within the 

internal debates of the operaisti, perhaps the greatest contribution came from the women’s 

movement, and the links that were drawn by some, such as Selma James (2012 [1973]: 92-

101), between feminist and anti-racist struggle. The workerist-feminists took Tronti’s 

                                                        
19

 The position of Lenin, and more broadly of an evolving Leninism, within operaismo is critical and telling. 

In a number of respects, Lenin holds the place of a limit in the thought of autonomist Marxism, functioning as 

a point to pass beyond and as a foundation for the restoration of organisational coherency. This role, though in 

a rearticulated form, continues today. Lenin as limit was a productive element within operaismo to the degree 

that these theorists consistently attempted to read Lenin’s political innovation of his time, in their own. This 

implied breaking with a dogmatic and rigid application of Lenin’s thought and Bolshevism, and charged the 

present with its own need for political innovation. The operaisti fixation on this drove them to break with the 

established left of their time, and to recast the horizon of communist possibility. However, the desire to break 

with dogma and ideology was only ever partially complete. Moreover, the persistence of a Leninism in 

workerist and postworkerist thought reproduces various forms of vanguardism and the privileging of certain 

types of labour over others. 
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inversion further than the factory, focussing their analysis on the unwaged labour of the 

housewife, thus forging a far more nuanced approach to the critique of capitalist 

reproduction. 

 

Despite the critical contribution of the workerist-feminists, the contemporary presentation 

of autonomist Marxism in the Anglophone world, both in its former workerist guise and 

contemporary postworkerist variation, has at times tended, if only implicitly, to assume that 

a feminist critique of capitalism can be found within the initial premises of the 

postworkerist perspective. In other words, postworkerist thought assumes an automatic 

theoretical and political affinity between the feminist perspective and classical operaismo. 

Further, it tends to imply that such a feminist critique informed the political practice of 

operaismo from its beginnings. Viewed in this way, debates that remain contentious today 

within the perspective of autonomy, for example debates pertaining to affective, immaterial 

and precarious labour, are read backwards and erased from the political development of 

autonomist Marxism as a heterogeneous movement. More specifically the innovations of 

particular movements and theorists are marginalised and erased. Thus, a presentation which 

subsumes the workerist-feminist contribution to the premises of operaismo obscures the 

reality of the theoretical and practical, political development of autonomist Marxism. It is 

therefore necessary to identify the particular contributions of the workerist-feminists and 

their bearing upon contemporary theorisations of labour.  

 

Rather than representing a simple addition to the general perspective of operaismo, the 

work of theorists such as Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Silvia Federici, Leopoldina Fortunati and 
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Selma James represents a concerted effort to displace the workerists’ myopic obsession 

with factory labour as the key site of class struggle. Alongside the theoretical work carried 

out by these authors, the political work of groups such as Lotta Feminista in Italy, the 

Power of Women collective and debates within the collective Big Flame in the UK, the 

International Feminist Collective, and the Wages for Housework campaign, constitute a 

rupture and radicalisation of some of the core assumptions that inform the political 

perspective of operaismo. Finally, the theoretical foundations for these developments, to be 

analysed below, derived from a radical critique of the process of reproduction and unwaged 

domestic labour, in a project that sought to demonstrate that unwaged and domestic work 

produces value. Moreover, the workerist-feminists began from the premise that the totality 

of capitalist reproduction and exploitation relied on the unwaged work of the household. 

Thus the subjective figure of the mass worker was replaced by that of the housewife. The 

strengths and weaknesses of the workerist-feminist perspective arise from this manoeuvre.  

 

In 1971 Dalla Costa penned the essay Women and the subversion of the community
20

, and 

one year later it was read to a founding meeting of the International Feminist Collective 

(IFC) and launch of the Wages for Housework (WfH) campaign (Dalla Costa and James, 

1975 [1972]). Dalla Costa’s essay played an important role in opening what came to be an 

international debate on WfH, and in outlining the terms of a new Marxist Feminist critique 

of reproduction. WfH as a demand within, or component of, feminist history was not 

                                                        
20

 Since the publication of a collection of Selma James’ writing in the book Sex, Race and Class, some 

controversy concerning the authorship of the essay has surfaced. In dating the first penning of this essay in 

1971, throughout this chapter I reference the English translation, the first English publication of the essay was 

in the co-authored book of Dalla Costa and James (1975 [1973]), though I note the controversy. The 

perspective of James concerning original authorship can be found in her introduction to the piece in James 

(2012: 43-44). See Dalla Costa (2012). 
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entirely novel (Dalla Costa, 2012). However, the workerist categories that the Italian 

feminists brought to the question expanded the horizon of analysis, and indeed connected 

the issue to broader capitalist social relations.   

 

Dalla Costa begins Women and subversion by identifying the exclusion of children and 

women from the place of productive activity, namely the factory, and the organisation of 

this exclusion through the division of labour and the form of the family. Exclusion does 

not, for Dalla Costa, mean a removal from a relationship of exploitation. Rather, exclusion 

points to a more complex articulation of the relationship of exploitation. Dalla Costa argues 

that while it appeared as though the key moments in the exploitation of labour and the 

prominent organising force of capitalist society are found in the immediate point of 

production and the factory, relationships of exploitation are in fact not reducible to these. 

Marx may have been right to take us into the hidden abode of production in Capital volume 

I, but this was not far enough to see just how far the relationship of exploitation went, or 

indeed to see exactly how it was organised. Dalla Costa in Women and subversion begins to 

take a step further.  

 

For both Marx and for the workerist-feminists the wage was an important focus of critique, 

although they approached this problem from different perspectives. Marx had already made 

clear the inherent contradictory relationship between labour and capital, subjectively at the 

level of need and desire, formally in the analysis of the value-form. The wage, for waged 

workers, expresses this contradiction at both the subjective and formal level. At the most 

simple level it is through the distinction between the purchase of labour-power and the 
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actual work which labour performs that surplus value can emerge. So while the wage is 

formally a relationship between equivalents, it in fact obscures an inherent imbalance. 

Marx’s critique of the wage remains primarily at this level – formal and at the point of 

production. That is, Marx certainly considered in detail varying factors that impact the level 

of wages. Indeed Marx’s analysis of the variation of wages focussed largely upon necessary 

labour for reproduction. However, necessary labour here refers to the average minimal cost 

it takes to reproduce labour-power indexed to consumer goods. Of course, Marx recognised 

that in actual life wages are often lower than this. Yet, Marx did not consider necessary 

labour in the sense of the actual work performed in the household that was necessary for 

the reproduction of labour-power to occur.
21

 It is here that the workerist-feminists departed 

from the classical rendering of Marx’s theory of value.  

 

Beginning from the perspective of working class housewives, the workerist-feminists 

criticised the restriction of the analysis of the wage to the level of ‘direct exploitation’ of 

waged labour (Dalla Costa and James, 1975: 28). Dalla Costa also criticised the 

organisations of the formal labour movement and other working class groups for failing to 

analyse how it ‘is precisely through the wage that the exploitation of non-waged labour has 

been organised’ (1975: 28). Beyond the formal imbalance in the direct exploitation of 

waged labour was a deeper level of exploitation. For Dalla Costa, the wage ‘commanded a 

larger amount of labour than appeared in factory bargaining’, and that in particular ‘where 

                                                        
21

 In both the ‘Results on the immediate process of production’ (or what is now the Appendix to Capital 

volume 1) and in Theories of surplus value, Marx does carry out a more sustained analysis of labour in terms 

of the question of productive and unproductive forms of labour. While Marx’s comments in these books are 

of relevance to my analysis of affect, and I will return to them, Dalla Costa and other workerist-feminists 

were making a different point to Marx that in effect challenged and modified the letter of Marx’s theory of 

value in terms of the production of value. I will return later in this chapter to my own perspective on the 

workerist-feminist challenge and modification.  
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women are concerned their labour appears to be a personal service outside of capital’ 

(1975: 28 emphasis in original). While women were excluded formally from the wage 

relationship and thus appeared to be performing a personal and natural service, Dalla Costa 

argued that working class housewives were actually involved in the production and 

reproduction of the commodity labour-power. Herein lies the key insight and point of 

departure for the workerist-feminists.  

 

Dalla Costa identified the relationship between domestic labour and the overall process of 

the valorisation of value as the key problem, and this point continued to be taken up by 

later theorists. She argued that ‘within the wage, domestic labour produces not only use-

values’, that is not only use-values in terms of the sustenance of the members of the home, 

such as dinner and hygiene, but also the use-value of labour power. As a result of this, 

domestic labour for Dalla Costa was ‘essential to the production of surplus-value’ (1975: 

33). Dalla Costa’s was a controversial argument, in that it amounted to a re-positing of 

domestic and reproductive labour as properly productive in a Marxian sense (1975: 53, 

footnote 12). She thus argued that the (re)production of labour-power in the home was 

productive of value in itself, and that domestic labour had a ‘precise and vital place in the 

capitalist division of labour, in the pursuit of productivity at the social level’ (1975: 33, 

emphasis in original). Viewed from this perspective, domestic labour was pivotal not only 

to understanding the condition of women, but also the accumulation of capital and the 

composition of class and struggle. 
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Fortunati (1981) sought to demonstrate just how this was so at a formal level nearly a 

decade later. Fortunati begins with the critique of reproduction, and the limitation of the 

concept of the reproduction of labour-power in Marx. Fortunati argues that Marx’s 

perspective on the consumption process that is involved in the reproduction of labour-

power renders invisible the work involved in such a process. For Fortunati, Marx sees the 

worker’s reproduction as a simple act of productive consumption, assuming that the act of 

consuming the wage was simultaneous with the reproduction of the worker. Or, to the 

degree that the wage can be used to purchase labour, it does so in purchasing unproductive 

service labour. However, Fortunati rejects this perspective, insisting that reproductive 

labour does in fact produce value. Fortunati links the time spent in housework and sex work 

to the production of labour-power. She then argues that as a result of this time spent, 

housework and sex work produce a value expressed in labour-power. For Fortunati, then, 

‘the real difference between production and reproduction is not that between value/non-

value, but that while production both is and appears as the creation of value, reproduction 

is the creation of value but appears otherwise’ (1981: 8). Housework is said to produce 

value as ‘it raises the use-value of his [the workers’] labour-power, use-value being the 

element which creates value, and which is the substance that multiplies value’. Fortunati’s 

work is an attempt to represent formally how domestic or reproductive labour is directly 

productive of value. 

 

The approach taken by the workerist-feminists was innovative, and yet also shared some of 

operaismo’s inherent ambivalences. Silvia Federici (2012 [1975]) demonstrates the radical 

political potential of the workerist-feminist perspective. Federici argues that rather than 
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seeking to embed women in the role of housewife, the demand for wages is in fact the 

refusal of this condition. Noting how any worker’s relationship to capital is obscured, 

including through the wage, Federici (2012 [1975]: 16) argued that not only had housework 

been imposed on women, but that it had ‘been transformed into a natural attribute, rather 

than being recognised as work, because it was destined to be unwaged’. That is, unwaged 

housework constitutes an even deeper level of mystification. Thus for Federici (2012: 19), 

it was necessary to remember that ‘money is capital, ie. it is the power to command labour’. 

Thus the struggle for a wage meant to ‘undermine capital’s power to extract more labour 

from’ unwaged domestic labour and to refuse housework as a natural attribute of women. 

Although workerist feminism extended the framework of workerist critique then, it is 

nonetheless evident that a number of similarities connect the two perspectives. In particular 

the emphasis on the wage as a lever of struggle constitutes a key point of commonality 

(Wright, 2014: 373). While Federici insists on the political dimension of perspective of the 

wage and its capacity to demystify and dislocate the condition of women’s unwaged work, 

it is possible to discern a productivist inflection within workerist-feminism. It is not always 

explicit, but behind the political claim lies a conflation of productivity with political 

efficacy. 

 

Despite the above limitation, the workerist-feminist struggle should be seen as a 

radicalisation and a rupturing of the tenets of classical operaismo. The analysis of the 

relationship between unwaged work and the production of value, the emphasis upon the 

unwaged housewife, provided an analysis that not only spoke directly to the various 

stratifications of the working class, but also to the ways in which political organisation 
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across such stratification might be possible. Part of this involved a rejection of the 

masculinist conceptions of the factory worker as the hegemonic class figure. As James 

(2012 [1972]: 62) states, against the organisations of the labour movement,  

 

for them the ‘real’ working class is white, male and over thirty. Here racism, male 

supremacy and age supremacy have a common lineage. They effectively want to make 

us auxiliary to the ‘general’-struggle - as if they represented the generalisation of the 

struggle; as if there could be a generalised struggle without women, without men 

joining with women for women’s demands.  

 

The workerist-feminist critique of the labour movement resonated with other marginalised 

sections of the working class. Thus James argues that ‘what gave us the boldness to break, 

fearless of the consequences, was the power of the Black movement. We found that 

redefining class went hand-in-hand with rediscovering a Marx the Left would never 

understand.’ Workerist-feminism transformed Tronti’s Copernican inversion into a more 

radical proposition. 

 

The emergence of postworkerism, immaterial production and the technical 

composition of class  

 
i) The socialised worker  

It was the publication of Hardt and Negri’s Empire that brought postworkerism to a larger 

audience, particularly in the English-speaking world, and in so doing situated the 

controversial thesis of immaterial production at the centre of much debate.
22

 However, the 

                                                        
22

 See for example Jodi Dean and Paul A. Passavant (2004). 
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lineage of thought that feeds into the postworkerist perspective on immaterial production 

can be traced back to the 1970s and the struggles of the autonomia movements. Negri 

locates the decade of the mass worker, its high point of struggle but also decline, between 

1960 and 1970. While workers’ struggles inside and against the factory were important 

throughout this period, the factory was by no means the sole site of struggle, and 

throughout the 1970s became less and less so. The ‘area of autonomy’ was characterised by 

a series of movements and tactics embracing rent strikes, self-reductions, feminist struggle, 

unemployed workers organising and work refusal. Many political observers, not least the 

postworkerists, identified the shifting technological arrangements of work, the refusal of 

factory labour, and the growth of non-standard, precarious work as the key features of an 

emerging form of class composition. The genesis of the postworkerist thesis of immaterial 

production is identifiable in the analyses of the shifting terms of class composition 

developed during this period.  

 

The category of the operaio sociale (social worker), associated primarily with the work of 

Negri, was proposed in the 1970s as the leading figure of an emergent class composition, 

one that coincided with the decline of the mass worker and the rise of the autonomia 

struggles. The social worker allegedly represented a deeper socialisation of labour.  In other 

words the social worker is fully integrated with the time of capital, defined not only by the 

time of work within the factory, but throughout the social factory. Thus for Negri, the 

antagonism between labour and capital is elevated to that between the social worker and the 

social factory. According to Negri (1989: 75), the operaista identification of the subjective 

figure and hegemony of the mass worker was primarily an act of historical recognition, in 
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that ‘the mass worker had been conceptualised and had become a reality just when its 

period of existence was in fact about to end’. However, he saw the outlining of the operaio 

sociale as an act of anticipation, a grasping of the historical tendency of capitalist 

development and class recomposition. Negri, in particular, has continued to pursue this 

tendency, such that the theorisation of the social worker contains clear instances of what 

have now become fundamental components of the thesis of immaterial production.  

 

Writing in 1971, Negri was apparently already clear about the future directions he would 

take in theorising the autonomy of labour. He argued at that point that  

 

The exchange of labour-power is no longer something that occurs, in determinate 

quantity and specific quality, within the process of capital; rather, an interchange of 

activities determined by social needs and goals is now the precondition, the premise of 

social production as such; and sociality is the basis of production...Work is now an 

immediate participation in the world of social wealth (Negri, 1971: 20). 

 

The final sentence of this quote is of particular interest, in that it immediately equates work 

with a direct participation in a world of social wealth. Moreover, such a world is 

understood to exist outside of capital. The category of the social worker represents a first 

attempt to develop this notion at the subjective level of class struggle. However, it also 

contains flaws that have only become more deeply entrenched within postworkerism. 

 

As discussed in the previous section, the periodisation of struggle and composition has 

been, and remains, a central methodological framework of the operaisti and postworkerists. 
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The lineage the postworkerists trace runs through the professional worker, the mass worker 

and the social worker. According to Negri, the social worker is the somewhat paradoxical 

product of the final conflicts of the mass worker. Negri argues that the 1970s saw a 

‘ferocious conflict that took place over the destruction (by the bosses) and the defence (by 

the workers) of the institutions of the mass worker’ (1989: 76). However, within this 

conflict ‘neither side was victorious’ (1989: 76). That is, for Negri, although employers 

managed to reimpose authority within production and force redundancies, by the time this 

occurred many workers were no longer interested in these terms of conflict and their 

results, and the ‘trade unions were left to fight alone’. Indeed, as far as Negri was 

concerned, what followed was an arrangement of work and conflict that was not focused 

upon the usual questions that confronted the mass worker such as wages and conditions, but 

rather a new set of problems. According to Negri, the thesis of the social worker succeeded 

in grasping and anticipating this new political horizon.  

 

Informing the discussion of the social worker and its emergence as a subjective figure of 

class composition were new forms of struggle taking place around the question and 

conditions of the welfare state. As Carlo Vercellone has pointed out, from the mid-1950s to 

1970, Italy saw a significant growth in spending on social services (1996: 82). The 

proliferation of new forms of struggle in the 1970s points to the emergence of new sources 

of conflict at the intersection of the state, welfare and social reproduction. Indeed, it is also 

clear that the questions that were raised by the feminist movement and the workerist-

feminists are crucial undercurrents to the thesis of the social worker, even if the importance 

of this undercurrent is not always acknowledged. Alisa Del Re (1996) points explicitly to 



 The emergence of postworkerism and the question  

 of class composition 

 

94 
 

this when she notes that the welfare state institutionalized a specific relation between 

women and the state. Negri also takes up the question of the welfare state in relation to the 

social worker
23

. For example, he states that ‘the high point of capitalist reformism, 

illustrated the connection between the expansion…of the welfare state on the one hand, and 

the rejection of work…on the other’ (1989: 71). Negri articulates this process in the usual 

autonomist style, arguing that, 

 

in fleeing the factory, the worker sought socialised forms of production, and as a 

consequence, the welfare state was transformed from an instrument designed to 

support the capitalist firm, into an instrument of socialised productivity. From the 

welfare state to the state as producer; from the mass worker to the socialised worker. 

(1989: 71, emphasis in original).  

 

The struggles that gave rise to the social worker were thus seen to elevate the antagonism 

between labour and capital to a higher level, a shift that immediately put into question the 

tenability of the social relation of capital.  

 

For postworkerism, the socialisation of cooperation was of primary importance in the 

shifting determinants of class composition. Although the category of the social factory had 

long been a part of the workerists’ vocabulary and conceptual arsenal, it had remained 

                                                        
23

 It is worth noting, that while there is a direct line of development between the theorisation of the social 

worker and the contemporary analyses of postworkerism, the question of welfare illustrates a key distinction 

in the particularity of each historical moment. The spaces and forms of struggle that correspond to the explicit 

theorisation of the social worker are characterised by the last years of the welfare state. The post-Fordist 

precarious worker is theorised in the context of the absence of the previous form of welfare and class deal.  

The theorisation of the social worker occurred in the last hours of the Fordist crisis, and thus despite 

theoretical continuity, remains out of step with the contemporary context.  
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linked to a specific conception of the factory proper. Prior to the struggles of autonomia, 

the social factory had been theorised as a kind of metronome of the city. Capital facilitated 

the cooperative activity of labour within the factory and pulled the activity of the city into 

its orbit. The workerist-feminists, as discussed in the previous section, also began from the 

premise of the social factory to radicalise the critique of reproduction and displace the 

centrality of the male factory worker in their consideration of anti-capitalist struggle. 

However, for the postworkerists who began to theorise through the lens of the social 

worker, it was not until the later struggles of the 1970s that the factory worker was 

displaced, and they recognised the unity of production, reproduction and circulation. Now it 

was no longer the factory that put society into motion; no longer then was the factory 

worker constructed as the key, active subject of struggle. The thesis of the social worker 

also allowed the workerists to develop a critique of the notion of the productive capitalist as 

outlined in Capital volume I. With the emergence of the social worker, ‘work has even less 

to do with the factory. The latter is no longer recognised or even considered to be the 

specific site of the consolidation of labouring activity and its transformation into value’ 

(Negri, 1989: 89). Negri continues that ‘work abandons the factory in order to find, 

precisely in the social, a place adequate to the functions of concentrating productive activity 

and transforming it into value’ (89). I will return later to the specific connections between 

the reconsideration of class composition and the reconstruction of the theory of value. For 

now I want to simply point to the key characteristics of work that marked the shifting 

contours of class composition for the postworkerists. Specifically, the postworkerists 

argued against the traditional conception of the factory and the form of cooperation 
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inherent in it, that now cooperative, productive activity took place across the entire fabric of 

society, with no singular territorial location of antagonism and struggle.  

 

The refusal of factory labour, both by those who worked in them and by the younger 

workers who refused to enter them at all, led to a new mobility of labour-power. For Negri, 

this refusal set in motion a process that saw the complete socialisation of labour-power and 

the movement of the form of the hegemonic figure of class composition from the mass 

worker to the social worker (1988: 218). It is here, in the transition toward post-Fordism 

and the social worker, that Negri and postworkerism identify the completion of the process 

of real subsumption. Negri thus argues that ‘[o]nce subsumption is completely realised, the 

only possible development is a transition from socialised labour-power to the social worker 

to the new class subject’ (Negri, 1988: 222, emphasis in original). The refusal of factory 

labour, the expansion and elevation of class antagonism through the social worker, and the 

characterisation of real subsumption by Negri and other postworkerists affords an early 

glimpse of the ontological turn to be completed later. I will return to this in greater detail in 

the following chapter, but it is worth pointing to briefly now. Specifically, the notion that 

the rise of the social worker and the condition of real subsumption are mutually constitutive 

leads the postworkerists towards the assertion that the only possible source of anti-capitalist 

resistance can be found in the use-value of labour-power: living-labour.  

 

For the postworkerists, the actual diffusion of work throughout society points to the 

historical realization of Marx’s thesis of real subsumption, whereby capital not only 

accumulates on the basis of existing forms of work, but rather comes to organise the labour 
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process completely. With the coincidence between the decline of the mass worker and the 

alleged emergence of the social worker, ‘work has become diffused throughout the entire 

society’ (Negri, 1989: 77). Following Negri again, this phenomenon expresses the 

condition whereby capital has worked its way into all aspects of social relations. Given that 

capital is present at each moment of social activity, and not just at the site considered 

traditionally to be the point of production, productive activity also exceeds the factory to 

occur in each moment of social life. What is of interest here is the idea that the 

subsumption of all existing social relations within the reproduction of capital allegedly 

dislocates the dialectical form of the antagonism between labour and capital. The 

antagonism is transformed into one between two distinct forms of time, ‘as an alternative of 

life-time as against the time-measure of capital’. This dislocation informs Negri’s argument 

that value has now become a purely political relationship of command. It also leads to the 

ontologisation of labour, later developed through the category of affect. Negri states as 

much when he notes that ‘while the ambiguous theory and methodology of the mass worker 

implied a dialectic of value which today the social worker rejects, there was articulated 

therein an inherent practical activity of subversion, a self-valorising independence 

(autonomy), which now the social worker lives as his own dignity and essence’ (Negri, 

1988: 222). The struggle of the mass worker to move from work refusal to self-valorisation 

is now automatically expressed in the figure of the social worker. For Negri, the social 

worker is thus no longer locked into the condition of variable capital, but exists purely as 

living-labour, ontologically grounded in a use-value autonomous from capital.  
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For the postworkerists, the condition that enables this alleged immediate autonomy, thus 

closing the ontological split that characterises Marx’s discussion of labour and labour-

power in Capital volume I, is the growing significance of communicative and intellectual 

labour. The tertiarisation of labour in this period is assumed to have transformed the mass 

worker into the subjective figure of the communicative worker – the social worker. What is 

worth drawing attention to here is the significance accorded to a shift in a particular form of 

work and the impact this has on the understanding of the relationship between labour and 

capital at the level of totality. Or to put it another way, Negri’s thesis of the social worker 

translates a modification in forms of labour into an immediately triumphalist conception of 

class composition. Recently Pasquinelli (2014) has characterised the entire trajectory of 

operaismo as a radical and accelerationist
24

 engagement with Marx’s conception of the 

organic composition of capital. What I want to pay attention to now is how the 

postworkerist conception of the composition of capital has been inverted through the 

development of the thesis of immaterial production. At stake here, in its most simplistic 

sense, is a direct inversion of Marx’s analysis of fixed capital and a re-reading of the 

concept of general intellect. More specifically, in this inversion the full development of the 

ontological turn begins. The inversions of the categories of fixed and variable capital place 

the body of the worker, the intellectual, linguistic and affective capacities of labour, at the 

centre of analysis. However, flowing from this is the political impasse of contemporary 

postworkerism. 

                                                        
24

 Pasquinelli’s comments are interesting for the consideration of postworkerism. In particular, the case of 

Bifo stands out here. Bifo more than any other postworkerist resists the easy characterisation as 

accelerationist. Indeed a key dimension of Bifo’s thought is the development of exhaustion, slowness and the 

prevalence of depression as forms of struggle and domination in contemporary capitalism. However, for Bifo, 

all of these factors are likewise related to the condition of semio-capitalism, the struggle over the general 

intellect, and intellectual and affective forms of labour. I will return to the commonalities and differences in 

the postworkerist perspective on these questions below.  
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ii) General intellect and the Grundrisse
25

 

The postworkerist conception of contemporary relationship between labour and capital 

draws heavily from the Grundrisse. The operaisti had been heavily influenced by sections 

of the Grundrisse since 1964, while Negri had gone so far as to claim the superiority of the 

text over that of Capital. While Negri’s (1991) Marx beyond Marx is the pivotal reference 

point for the autonomist analysis of the Grundrisse, of particular interest to the operaisti, as 

early as 1964, was the section that came to be known as the ‘Fragment on machines’ 

(Tronti, 2008). The fragment on machines is a short section of about twenty pages, which is 

found across the last pages of notebook VI and the first pages of notebook VII in the 

Grundrisse. In the ‘Fragment’, Marx takes some of his key arguments to their extreme and 

draws the contradiction between living-labour and capital to a head. Marx outlines the 

process by which industrial capitalism leads to a massive accumulation of fixed capital, 

encompassing the general social knowledge of society, embodied in and organised through 

a vast automatic system of machinery. As a result of this process, it appears that labour or 

variable capital is marginalized and reduced to a simple automaton that administers the vast 

productive power of machinery. Marx speculates that in such a situation, self-valorising 

value as the organising principle of capitalist society goes into crisis, as do the indexing 

mechanisms of the economy – labour-time as a form of measure is undermined by the 

                                                        
25

 The first unabridged Italian translation of the Grundrisse was published in 2 volumes, the first in 1968, and 

the second volume in 1970. The decision to publish it in two volumes ended the first volume where Marx 

turns to the discussion of circulation, after the analysis of production (page 401 of Marx, 1993 [1939]). 

However, this was not the first time a section of the text had been translated and circulated. Various sections 

of the book had been published since at least 1964 by the operaisti. The original journal of operaismo, 

Quaderni Rossi, in its fourth edition, published the ‘fragment on machines’ (Marx, 1973: 692-712), while the 

journal Classe Operaio published three other extracts from the Grundrisse over the course of 1964 (Tronti, 

2008: 229). Not everyone was as enthusiastic as the operaisti about the ‘new’ work of Marx. Indeed, the 

operaisti were accused on making up these passages and denounced. 
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relationship between science, machinery and labour. That is, capital assumes a life of its 

own, and living-labour is all but removed from the equation. 

 

The ‘Fragment’ is characterised by a certain ambivalence: a tension between the 

development of productive forces as a condition for the freeing of labour, and the ongoing 

domination of labour by general social knowledge as capital. The first tendency leads Marx 

to speculate that the crisis of value may be immanent within the very logic of capitalist 

development. The massive proportional increase in the ration between fixed capital in the 

form of machinery over circulating capital (Marx, 1993 [1939]: 702-703) would seem to 

lead inexorably to such a crisis. The worker steps to the side of production, rather than 

being its chief actor (705). It is ‘neither the direct human labour’ a worker performs, ‘nor 

the time during which he [sic] works’ which is critical to production. Rather it is the worker 

as an element of a social body, the great productive power of society, mobilised as a whole: 

‘the development of the social individual…appears as the great foundation stone of 

production and of wealth’ (705). As a result, Marx continues, labour time no longer 

functions as a basis of measure, and thus production based on exchange value breaks down. 

However, Marx’s discussion of the crisis of value is at best ambivalent on the question of 

whether or not such a crisis would lead to the emancipation of labour or the definitive 

overcoming of value. Here as elsewhere, Marx reiterates the idea that the reduction of 

human labour is a condition of the emancipation of/from labour. Yet Marx does not go so 

far as to proclaim that the overcoming of capitalist social relations is already given within 

the historical unfolding of capitalism. The ‘Fragment’ is characterised as much by 

speculations and meditations on the ongoing domination of labour by science, machinery 
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and knowledge in the form of capital, as it is by the idea of an inevitable emancipatory 

crisis.  

 

Throughout the commentary that makes up the ‘Fragment’, Marx makes some telling 

comments on the relationship between the categories of capital and the dynamic 

contradiction that is set in motion. Here Marx (1993 [1939]: 694) argues that ‘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 more specifically of fixed capital’. 

Later Marx argues: 

 

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 (706). 

 

For Marx this is a question that arises from the contradiction between the relative 

productive powers of fixed capital over living-labour. This is really a discussion on the 

production of relative surplus value taken to an extreme (see Marx, 1990 [1867]: 643-654). 

Marx is thus grappling with the relationship between the accumulation of dead labour in the 

form of fixed capital and the extent to which this expresses the immanent command of 

general social knowledge within the relations of production - the objectification of social 
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knowledge, which comes to mobilise the activity of living-labour, and reduce its creative 

activity to that of a scattered intellectual organ across the machine.  

 

It is clear throughout the ‘Fragment’ that for Marx, this situation demonstrates the 

contradiction at the heart of capital. At the level of totality, capitalism faces an inherent and 

severe crisis, and while one tendency within this might be the freeing of time, another 

remains the ongoing command of labour by social knowledge transformed into capital. The 

central relationship between potential and limitation that defines the ‘Fragment on 

machines’ remains ambiguous, and a way out is not definitively offered. The situation 

offers no certainty.  

 

The ‘Fragment’ has been read a number of times by those associated with postworkerism, 

but perhaps two key periods stand out. First, the Italian translation of the ‘Fragment’ and 

the Grundrisse first circulated between 1964 and 1968, that is, in a condition of increasing 

automation of the factory. Thus the image presented in the ‘Fragment’ was in a number of 

respects a very real depiction of the realities of factory labour and class struggle at the time: 

a time when labour was being thrown out of the increasingly automated factory. Against 

such a backdrop it is perhaps not surprising why this passage was so significant for the 

operaisti. However another, more recent reading, brings us to the current conjuncture and 

the engagement with post-Fordism.  

 

The Grundrisse and the ‘Fragment’ have remained central for the postworkerists in their 

analysis of post-Fordism. Paolo Virno (2004: 100) states that ‘post-Fordism is the empirical 
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realisation of the fragment on machines.’ Hardt and Negri (2000: 364) in reference to the 

‘Fragment’ proclaim that ‘what Marx saw as the future is our era’: the era of cognitive, 

linguistic, cultural, and affective production materially manifest in the condition of post-

Fordism and the hegemony of immaterial production. The concept of the general intellect, 

outlined in the ‘Fragment on machines’, has been of key importance for the postworkerists. 

Specifically, it is through a reconsideration of Marx’s thesis on the general intellect that the 

postworkerists have reconstructed the relationship between living-labour and fixed capital. 

However, whereas for Marx, the general intellect was expressed as a characteristic of fixed 

capital as a form of machinery, the postworkerists invert this relationship. Virno argues that 

‘in post-Fordism, the general intellect does not coincide with fixed capital, but manifests 

itself principally as a linguistic reiteration of living-labour’. For Virno (1996: 270), ‘mass 

intellectuality – as an ensemble, as a social body – is the repository of the indivisible 

knowledges of living subjects and of their linguistic cooperation’. Hardt and Negri (2009: 

132) similarly argue that ‘living beings as fixed capital are at the centre of this 

transformation’ from Fordism to post-Fordism. And in Empire they identify the ‘principal 

powers’ of the general intellect as those of ‘science, knowledge, affect and communication’ 

(2000: 365). The general intellect having thus been inverted becomes the instrument 

through which to analyse the intellectual and affective dimensions of contemporary forms 

of labour, as well as the political foundation upon which to construct the common. For 

postworkerism, Marx’s observation that ‘in machinery, knowledge appears as alien, 

external to him (sic)’ (1993 [1939]: 695), is inverted in the transition to post-Fordism. 

General intellect no longer resides in fixed capital, but rather flows through and beyond 

variable capital: it is expressed as an innate characteristic of the individual, of the bios. 
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ii) Immaterial production and technical composition: intellect, language and affect as 

labour 

Negri’s theorisation of the social worker throughout the 1970s and 80s contains elements of 

the contemporary postworkerist perspective of immaterial production. However, the thesis 

of the hegemony of immaterial production and the analysis of the forms of labour that 

allegedly demonstrate its existence, have moved beyond the initial terms set out with the 

social worker. As postworkerism developed throughout the 1990s, it brought its critical 

Marxist edge, entwined with the work of Deleuze, Guattari and Foucault, to the critique of 

post-Fordism. Pivotal to the development of this perspective was the theorisation of 

immaterial labour developed in the journal Futur Anterieur. While approaches to post-

Fordism had often been inflected by the particular triumphalist note associated with 

information revolutions and theorists of the knowledge economy, or otherwise with the 

more structural accounts of the Regulation School, the postworkerists attempted to 

introduce the thematic of class struggle, and arguably their very own triumphalist 

inflection, into the account. Postworkerist theorists such as Hardt (1999), Negri (1999), and 

Bifo (2009a), offer a unique rethinking of labour and the organisation of capitalism in a 

contemporary and post-Fordist context, one that relies heavily on the concept of immaterial 

production.  

 

Hardt and Negri revisit the question of the technical composition of class in Commonwealth 

(2009). Hardt and Negri’s analysis identifies three trends in the contemporary technical 

composition of class: firstly the hegemony of immaterial production, secondly the so-called 
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feminisation of labour, and finally the migratory movements of labour. According to Hardt 

and Negri, the three trends of the ‘technical composition of labour…all are engaged in the 

production of common forms of wealth, such as knowledges, information, images, affects 

and social relationships, which are subsequently expropriated by capital to generate surplus 

value’ (2009: 139). However, their examination is very general, and says little of 

consequence for understanding a contemporary technical composition of class, at the micro 

and daily level. As a result, it is not possible on the limited terms of the ‘three tendencies’ 

to grasp the details and microelements of antagonism that occur in the everyday conditions 

of immaterial production. Nonetheless, postworkerists’ perspective on contemporary class 

composition can be traced through their discussions of immaterial production, affective and 

intellectual labour, and language.  

 

Maurizio Lazzarato’s (1996) work on immaterial labour remains important for the analysis 

of postworkerism.
26

 Lazzarato condenses previous research into the restructuring of various 

forms of work and class composition into a set of working hypotheses and speculations. 

Lazzarato pays a closer attention to what one might continue to call the technical 

composition of class in the transition to post-Fordism, while also introducing in explicit 

terms the problematic of subjectivity and its production in relation to immaterial labour. In 

doing so, Lazzarato’s (1996; 2014) analysis of immaterial labour is considerably more 

cautious and restrictive than that of other contemporary postworkerists. Despite his recent 

criticisms of some of the central tenets of theories of cognitive capitalism and immaterial 

                                                        
26

 Maurizio Lazzarato is credited with coining the term immaterial labour, particularly in the English speaking 

world. Lazzarato’s work on immaterial labour remains of significance for my presentation of the concept. 

However, it is necessary to note that Lazzarato has in a number of respects moved away from key categories 

associated with postworkerism. In particular he has moved away from notions of cognitive capitalism, and the 

knowledge economy.   
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production, it also remains the case that his work foreshadows the ontological turn 

characteristic of postworkerism.  

 

For Lazzarato the ‘various different post-Fordist models have been constructed both on the 

defeat of the Fordist worker and on the recognition of the centrality of (an ever increasingly 

intellectualized) living labour within production’ (1996: 134). The ‘increasingly 

intellectualised’ character of labour shifts the position of the worker from the role of 

automaton, as Marx had it in the Grundrisse to that of an ‘interface’. The notion of the 

interface denotes the shift in the position and role of the worker such that the worker comes 

to be directly involved in the organisation of labour and the labour-process, in decision-

making and in moving between different work functions. Immaterial labour, understood as 

increasingly intellectualized, thus allegedly breaks down the distinction between manual 

and mental labour.  

 

The indistinction between mental and manual labour that Lazzarato and other 

postworkerists have sought to emphasise remains a pivotal point of tension in their 

conception of the political and technical composition of immaterial labour. For Lazzarato 

the intellectualization of labour necessitates a reconsideration of how labour, the labour-

process and valorisation are related and organised. Lazzarato (1996: 134) states that ‘the 

split between conception and execution, between labour and creativity, between author and 

audience, is simultaneously transcended within the ‘labour process’ and reimposed as 

political command within the ‘valorisation process’. Christian Marazzi (2008: 41) brings 

this complexity to the fore, emphasizing the centrality of language and communicative-
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relational action in post-Fordist production. Marazzi (50, emphasis in original) argues that 

‘the chain of production has…become a linguistic chain, a semantic connection, in which 

communication, the transmission of information has become both a raw material and 

instrument of work’. That is, language and communication become the very stuff of 

production; production sees the linking of material and execution of labour in language and 

communication. That is, whilst the division of labour that characterised the mass worker 

saw a split between the work of innovation, carried out by higher layers of workers and 

management, and the implementation of such decisions by the de-skilled mass worker, 

immaterial production allegedly collapses this division.  

 

Paolo Virno argues that the contemporary form of work can be described as the loquacious 

factory. Virno too focuses upon the linguistic nature of post-Fordist production puts it as 

follows: the ‘communication industry…plays the role of industry of the means of 

production’, in so far as techniques of communication and relation become means of 

production in post-Fordism (2004: 61, emphasis in original). The passage to post-Fordism, 

which brings us to the present conjuncture, complicates the relationship between time and 

labour, and the techniques that articulate this relationship. The theoretical prism that 

postworkerists use to explain these changes is the inversion of the general intellect. 

Christian Marazzi (2008 [2002]: 44) argued that ‘in post-Fordism, the general intellect is 

not fixed in machines but in the bodies of workers. The body has become…the tool box of 

mental work’. A vitalisation of work is evident here, in that ‘the new form of fixed capital 

is constituted by a network of social and vital relations’ (Marazzi, 2011 [1994]: 94). 

Berardi’s thesis of semiocapitalism maintains that ‘productive life is overloaded with 



 The emergence of postworkerism and the question  

 of class composition 

 

108 
 

symbols that not only have an operational value, but also an affective, emotional, 

imperative and dissuasive one’ (2009a: 107). In the passage to post-Fordism, the labour of 

producing affects, communication, knowledge, the creation and maintenance of 

relationships and the cultivation of attention emerge as key economic terrains. 

 

Hardt and Negri’s collaborative work (1994; 2000, 2004; 2009) expands on the concept of 

immaterial production as developed in Futur Anterieur and Lazzarato’s work. In particular, 

they add the concept of affective labour to the more explicitly intellectual and cognitive 

inflection that had hitherto characterised the theorisation of immaterial production. For 

Hardt and Negri, immaterial production sees ‘images, information, knowledge, affects, 

codes, and social relationships…coming to outweigh material commodities in the capitalist 

valorisation process’ (2009: 132). The concept of immaterial production responds to the 

increasing amount of labour carried out in service industries generally. Perhaps more 

importantly, with immaterial production the work of communication, cultivating 

relationships and producing affect comes to constitute primary points in the organisation of 

accumulation in contemporary capitalism. In other words, the resources, raw materials and 

labour used in immaterial production are directly affect, language and knowledge. This is 

what is meant when it is said that today, fixed capital and the general intellect are 

increasingly located not in machinery but in the bodies and brains of workers. 

 

Taken together, the above postworkerist considerations of the inversion of the general 

intellect constitutes an image of, as Dave Eden (2012) has put it, ‘life put to work’. Indeed 

Morini and Fumagalli (2007), echoing some of the key claims of the theory of affective 
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labour and biopolitical production, are explicit about this in sketching out a theory of 

biolabour, and a life theory of value. They argue that in the contemporary context the 

divisions between production, reproduction, circulation and consumption are overcome, 

since value is apparently created across all of these moments. They claim that in order to 

make sense of this it is necessary to develop the following respective theories of value: a 

knowledge theory of value, an affect theory of value, and an image theory of value, which 

come together in a life theory of value.  

 

Conclusion 

 
The inversion of the categories of fixed capital and living labour introduces a series of 

theoretical difficulties for postworkerism. In the first place it tends to collapse the dynamic 

relationship between the technical and political composition of class, into the singular 

substance and potential of living labour. This occurs, as analysed above, through the 

identification of language, intellect and affect as simultaneously constituting fixed capital 

and an inherent autonomy due to their characteristic as innate human capacities. The 

postworkerist analysis of the general intellect, significantly limits in the postworkerist 

capacity to develop a critique of labour. While for operaismo the analysis of the technical 

composition of class had allowed for an acute sensitivity to the relations within which the 

labour-capital relation is organised, postworkerism largely does away with this. The 

analysis of the technical composition of class not only provided a framework to locate the 

changing material structures of work historically, but also identified how labour was 

incorporated into the reproduction of capital. To the degree that postworkerism retains an 

analysis of the technical composition of class, it does so for different reasons. Specifically, 

it does so primarily to identify allegedly already existing autonomous laboring practices. 
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Moreover, these forms are valorised as a basis for politics. In this way, postworkerism loses 

its capacity to conduct a critique of labour, and substitutes instead an affirmationist politics 

of immaterial production.  

 



 

 

Chapter 3: Postworkerist ontology, the law of value and rent 

  

Introduction 

 
In this chapter I will show how postworkerism slips back and forward between a critique of 

political economy based on the class composition of immaterial production and a political 

ontology based upon the assertion of labour’s autonomy within the hegemony of 

immaterial production (Negri, 2010). Ultimately the slippage from composition to ontology 

informs the postworkerist claim that with immaterial production labour exists beyond 

capital as a form of self-organised productivity. This chapter focuses in particular on 

postworkerist arguments concerning the ‘crisis of the law of value’, and their subsequent 

reversion to the idea that profit can be theorised as a form of rent. The postworkerist 

understanding of the functionality of the ‘law of value’ is premised on the idea that the 

Fordist period of production was characterised by a specific regime of measure. As a result 

of the struggles against this form of reproduction and the resulting rearrangements of work 

and time, they contend that measure is now impossible, and that the imposition of value has 

become a purely political relationship of domination. They then go on to argue that the 

particular forms of affective and cognitive labour that dislocated and replaced the Fordist 

regime of measure are imbued with a capacity for self-organised cooperation. In this way, 

their analysis of the shifting form of class composition leads to the affirmation of the 

political ontology of autonomous production, expressed in the so called crisis of the law of 

value. The conditions that led to the alleged crisis of the law of value in turn prompt a 

reconsideration of exploitation and profit as a form of rent. 

 



  Postworkerism, ontology, value and rent 

 

112 
 

The postworkerists understand the becoming-rent of profit as an intrinsic feature of new 

modes of work and production in post-Fordist capitalism. The immaterial, affective and 

knowledge-based forms of work that animate production today are what shift the regime of 

accumulation from the productive exploitation of labour via profit to one of rent from a 

position of exteriority. Through the examples of financialisation, real estate and legal 

infrastructures concerning creative and intellectual forms of labour/property, 

postworkerism constructs a scenario in which profit becomes a relationship of rent. 

However, it is necessary to insist that the argument is necessarily bound to the labour 

processes of immaterial labour, and a particular thesis concerning the autonomy of labour 

in contemporary capitalism. Postworkerists argue that due to the removal of the ‘productive 

capitalist’ from the organisation of work, labour is now autonomous from the capital 

relation. With the removal of the productive capitalist and the supervisor, labour 

increasingly organises itself outside of a direct capital-labour relation. Rent therefore 

represents a form of profit that does nothing to organise or mobilize production but merely 

extracts surplus-value from a labour process that is otherwise capable of organising itself. 

The limits of postworkerist thought are all manifest in the argument that leads to the thesis 

of rent of ‘labour in common’. It is my contention that the return to a notion of rent, derived 

from Marx’s reading of the feudalist mode of production, encapsulates all of the 

contradictions of postworkerist thought concerning the analysis of labour, composition, 

value and politics. Thus the task of this chapter is to explore the problematic of rent to 

unpack the drift from critique to political ontology in contemporary postworkerism. 
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Prologue: from class composition to political ontology 

 

The ontological turn within postworkerism is premised in the inversion of the general 

intellect, where as Virno put it, ‘general intellect = living labour in place of fixed capital’ 

(2002). That is, the ontological turn is in part carried out through a specific approach to 

class composition. The theorisation of biopolitical production and the conceptualisation of 

the common are directly related to the analysis of labour and the general intellect. However, 

the bolstering of this argument, and the attempt to renew Marxian categories significantly 

takes place through an encounter with the work of Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, Felix 

Guattari, and a ‘return’ to Benedict De Spinoza. Much of the conceptual scaffolding for 

postworkerism is produced through particular readings of these theorists’ work. For 

postworkerism, the outcome of these encounters is a vitalist and affirmationist 

understanding of politics, in which labour and life are completely conflated.  

 

The affirmationist perspective of postworkerism has been identified and criticised by 

various authors. Benjamin Noys (2010: 106-133) notes the conflation of life and labour in 

Negri’s thought and identifies this as the ontological foundation of Negri’s politics. In a 

similar vein, Katja Diefenbach (2010: 63-95) presents a critical reading of postworkerism’s 

theorisation of biopolitical labour. Diefenbach notes that within the framework of 

postworkerism, and as a result of the encounter I point to above, labour-power is 

‘ontologised’ (86). However, while theorists such as Noys and Diefenbach identify the 

impasse of postworkerist affirmationism, it is worth retracing such limits for the purposes 

of my argument. In particular, the question that has received much less attention in the 
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criticisms of postworkerism, is the specific connection between the ontological turn and 

postworkerism’s flawed critique of political economy. 

 

The tendency toward a vitalism of labour, production and politics is already evident within 

the debates of the 1970s that lead to the development of postworkerism. The search for new 

analyses of class composition provided the general framework through which the tendency 

to vitalism moved. Much of this material I outlined in the previous chapter, where I showed 

that the subsumption of language, intellect and affect, that is life, leads to the ‘incorporation 

of the mode of production in the body of producers’ (Diefenbach, 2010: 86). While each 

theorist of postworkerism has pursued this intuition in his or her own way, a common 

experience was the passage from the seeming dead-end of operaismo in the late 1970s to 

the encounter with Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari. For example, Marazzi (1979, cited in 

Wright, 2014: 389) noted that in light of the impasse of operaismo ‘Foucault seems to offer 

new material’. Meanwhile the activism and thought of Bifo became entwined with that of 

Guattari, and Deleuze (Berardi, 2008; Dosse, 2010 [2007]). Negri’s ‘return’ to Spinoza 

remains a prominent influence within postworkerism. It is through these encounters that the 

unique trajectories of the postworkerist theorists evolved into vitalist theories of labour and 

capital, where the category of labour is replaced by that of life. 

 

Perhaps the clearest indication of the vitalist shift comes via the growing importance of 

Foucault’s concepts of biopower and biopolitics in the postworkerist theorisation of 

biocapitalism and biopolitical production. In a series of lectures delivered in the latter half 

of the 1970s Foucault explored how ‘life’ and the ‘biological features’ of the human 
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species materialised as the terrain of political and power strategies. Life and living are 

contested terrains. Biopolitics and biopower denote an array of historically specifc 

techniques of discipline, security control and management that are arise with modern 

politics. For Foucault, whilst power and life are what is at stake in the historical shift to 

biopolitics, they do not in any way represent ahistorical or transcendental categories. Power 

is not a particular force or object that operates upon a separate object, it is rather an 

immanent and specific relationship within a given terrain. For example, Foucault argues 

that ‘there are not first of all relations of production’ (or of family or sexuality) ‘and then, 

in addition, alongside or on top of these relations, mechanisms of power that modify or 

disturb them, or make them more consistent, coherent, or stable.’ Rather, ‘mechanisms of 

power are an intrinsic part of all these relations and, in a circular way, both their effect and 

cause’ (2007: 2). The complex, though properly materialist, problem Foucault highlights 

here is that if one is to struggle, it is necessary to begin from the internal dynamics of the 

specific relations. 

 

The work of Foucault simultaneously resonated with the heretical Marxism of 

postworkerism, while opening a way out of the existing limits of operaismo. However, and 

not uncharacteristically, in the hands of the postworkerist theorists Foucault’s terms are 

significantly revised. This revision is clearest in the work of Negri, who insists that ‘the 

concept of biopolitics…ultimately needs to confront and address the question of labour’ 

(Casarino and Negri, 2008: 148). In his own way Lazzarato (2006: 12) argues that 

‘Foucault needs a new political theory and a new ontology to describe the new power 

relations expressed in the political economy of forces’. Thus, for Lazzarato ‘biopolitics is 
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the strategic coordination of these power relations in order to extract a surplus of power 

from living-beings’. Negri’s assertion that biopolitics needs to confront labour, that is needs 

to be thought from the perspective of labour indicates the turn to ontology, in that labour 

and life merge and become the basis for a new form of productivity. In the hands of Hardt 

and Negri, Foucault’s analysis of biopower and biopolitics is transformed and inverted, 

such that the constituent power of labour becomes the origin point for any consideration of 

political conflict and transformation. At this point Hardt and Negri move from an analysis 

of biopolitics to the affirmation of biopolitical production: the production of social life 

itself. Hardt and Negri (2000: 28) claim that it is the Deleuzian (Deleuze, 2006 [1986]) 

reading of Foucault and the work of Deleuze and Guattari that fully uncovers biopolitical 

production’s ‘ontological substance of social production’.
27

 In Hardt and Negri’s 

formulation, biopolitical production is best understood in terms of ‘mass intellectuality’, 

‘immaterial labour’, and the Marxian concept of the general intellect’ (2000: 29). More 

recently they write that ‘the biopolitical circuit is…all contained in the production of the 

common which is also simultaneously the production of subjectivity and social life’ (Hardt 

and Negri, 2009: 299). Thus, the ontological turn of postworkerism is already incipient in 

the way in which they approach the work of Foucault. 

 

The development of the notion of the common also plays a key role in defining the 

ontological status of labour within postworkerism. While the common remains a somewhat 

                                                        
27

 While Hardt and Negri develop a Deleuzian rendering of Foucault’s concepts, there are of course notable 

divergences between Negri’s and Deleuze’s theorisation of Spinoza’s conception of affect (see Ruddick, 

2010) and between their approaches to politics. For example, see the comments on communication and 

speaking out in Deleuze and Negri (1990). 
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ambivalent and contested concept within current debates
28

, a significant influence upon the 

postworkerist theorisation of the common comes via Spinoza and Deleuze. The distinctive 

element of the postworkerist theorisation of the common is that it is understood as 

produced in the communicative, intellectual and affective relations between bodies. So 

while it implies a relationship to the natural world, much like the writings on the historical 

commons does, the common is something qualitatively new. For example, Marazzi (2011: 

119) states that the common is the ‘entire knowledge, understandings, information, images, 

affects and social relations that are strategically subject to the production of goods’. A clear 

relationship can be discerned between the postworkerists’ conception of the common and 

their interpretation of contemporary class composition. However, Negri’s work on Spinoza 

and Michael Hardt’s (1993) study of Deleuze illustrate the particular Spinozist inflection 

that they impart to the notion of the common. Deleuze (1988: 54) reads Spinoza’s concept 

of ‘common notions’ as ‘the representation of a composition between two or more bodies, 

and a unity of this composition’. Hardt (1993: 99) understands the ‘common notions’ to be 

a productive relationship, a physics between bodies, ‘not merely a chance composition, but 

an ontological constitution’. Meanwhile, Negri (1999) directly connects labour and affect, 

to the extent that they both express the idea that ‘labour is the power to act.’ It is in this 

vein that Hardt and Negri (2009: 120-121, emphases in original) assert that they follow 

‘Spinoza’s conception of ‘common notions’, on the production and productivity of the 

common’. Thus the thesis of the biopolitical production of the common is imbued with an 

ontological inflection.  

 

                                                        
28

 See for example Silvia Federici (2012), Midnight Notes (1992 [1990]), The Commoner, Massimo de 

Angelis (2007). 
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Thomas Lemke (2011: 74) correctly points out that with the analysis of biopolitics ‘the 

problems with Hardt and Negri’s argumentation are clearest’
29

. Lemke argues that with 

Hardt and Negri ‘“life”… is not… configured as a social construct or as an element of 

historical knowledge; rather it figures as an original and transhistorical entity’. Such is the 

‘ontological conception of biopolitics proposed by Hardt and Negri’ (Lemke, 2011: 74). 

For Lemke, this conception of biopolitics leads to an unworkable, expansive and flattened 

conception of life, power and struggle, most clearly expressed in the formulaic construction 

of the multitude versus Empire. Lemke puts it as follows: ‘the vital and autonomous 

multitude struggles against the unproductive, parasitical and destructive Empire’ (74). 

Although there is perhaps somewhat more nuance in Hardt and Negri’s construction of 

multitude and Empire, Lemke’s argument is important. For my purposes, what Lemke 

identifies as the key problem in Hardt and Negri’s biopolitics expressed in terms of 

multitude against empire, finds its counterpart in the formulation of labour as a common 

                                                        
29

 Charles Wolfe (2007), in a more detailed consideration of ontology in the work of Negri follows the 

nuances of the development of ontology in Negri’s thought, tracing the temporalisation of matter that defines 

Negri’s materialist ontology. Wolfe (2007: 218, emphases in original) concludes that for Negri materialism is 

a ‘theory of action…not a theory of science or of truth’. Materialism as a theory of action implies the 

possibility of change and mutation, thus Wolfe also notes that for Negri the ‘ultimate concern is not to lose 

the political dimension, the possibility of change/innovation/transformation’ (218). And yet the difficulty or 

problem that emerges here, is that of the ‘leap…from a materialist ontology to the assertion that the true ‘base’ 

of this materialist metaphysics is ‘living labour’ (Wolfe, 2007: 216). The difficulty that Wolfe points to here, 

is close to the limits that I am tracing in postworkerist conceptions of the common. Wolfe whittles Negri’s 

central problematic down to the question of how can the new appear, and correctly points to the limit in which 

Negri asserts that living labour just is capable of ‘hybridisation’ and transformation. The way I want to pose 

this limit is to question whether the reliance upon living-labour as an already autonomous, singular productive 

substance is really the best way to understand the contemporary dynamics of class antagonism. Indeed, is not 

labour far more contoured, stratified and entangled in the reproduction of capital than the image of living-

labour cast by Negri, and postworkerism more broadly, allows? Nonetheless, Negri insists that it is the desires 

and subjectivities expressed through living labour that allows us to understand, act and change our world. 

Negri’s materialist ontology is thus not fixed, but rather constitutive. Retaining the political dimension, as 

Wolfe points out above, leads Negri to maintain that a materialist ontology must begin from the subjective 

viewpoint, which is ultimately expressed in the antagonism between living-labour and capital. However, 

Negri’s insistence on living labour as an ever productive constituent power draws him onto difficult ground: 

Negri rejects a simple naturalism and yet is inevitably drawn back to an eternal conception of living-labour as 

productive and transformative substance. Pinning down this substance is elusive.   
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ranged against capital as rent. As I will show below, the vitalism of the multitude is also, 

the substance of the autonomous production of immaterial labour and the common. 

 

Measure, and the Crisis of the Law of Value  

 
i) Value and composition 

Postworkerist reflection on the crisis of the ‘law of value’ emerged through the analysis of 

class composition, workers’ and social struggles, in the late 1960s and throughout the 

1970s. In a detailed essay exploring the analysis of value and money within operaismo, 

Steve Wright (2014: 377) argues that:  

 

by early 1974, and for all their many other differences, the operaisti were largely 

agreed that if the so-called ‘law of value’ had not collapsed altogether, it was in the 

very least in serious crisis, due above all to capital’s uncertainties at that point 

concerning its capacity to harness labour-power to its own ends.  

 

As Wright points out, the operaisti understood the crisis of value to have emerged as a 

result of the struggles of workers from below, and the ‘revolution from above’ carried out 

by capital. Their theorisation of value is thus directly related to the consideration of class 

de- and recomposition. Unsurprisingly, the debate has subsequently moved in various 

directions. Before moving onto the specific critique I want to make in this section, namely 

that value is constructed principally as a result of technical determinations of the labour 

process, it is worth briefly pausing on the issues raised by Wright. 
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As illustrated in the previous chapter, the operaisti were well attuned to the connections 

between the technical and political composition of class from the subjective viewpoint. 

Their varying analyses of class composition have a direct bearing upon their theorisation of 

value. Their theory of the alleged crisis of the law of value, for example, can be understood 

as a response to the autonomia struggles of factory workers and other social movements of 

the 1970s. Negri (1991: 17) posits this connection explicitly in his lectures on the 

Grundrisse, where he argues that in the context of autonomia ‘the theory of value is worn 

to threads, as far as our struggles are concerned’. Earlier, the operaisti contended that the 

unruliness of the factory struggles had placed the control of labour-power beyond the reach 

of capital. Thus it was the struggle of workers from below which dislocated the operability 

of the law of value through a rupture of the rhythms and balance of the factory. Struggles 

over the commodity labour-power put the law of value into crisis, and saw labour breach 

the factory walls. Some operaisti understood this as a move towards the deeper 

socialisation of labour. In any case, as Wright argues, from the perspective of operaismo, 

that workers’ struggles precipitated a process of class decomposition which also impacted 

the form of money. 

 

A key moment in the operaista perspective on the crisis of value was the collapse of 

Bretton Woods and the abandonment of the dollar-gold standard by Nixon in 1971 (see 

Bologna, 1993a [1973]; Bologna 1993b [1973]; Negri, 1991 [1978]; Negri. 2005 [1971]; 

Marazzi, 2014: 27-33). Following Wright (2014) once again, it is apparent that for the 

operaisti this event represented the capitalist attempt to orchestrate the decomposition of 

working class struggle. Marazzi has argued that the ‘declaration of dollar inconvertibility’ 
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must be understood in the context of global class struggle; more specifically, that it ‘set the 

strategic framework for the reorganisation of capital by means of the crisis – a planned 

crisis against the global working class through the manipulation of money’ (1977: 96). The 

manipulation of money was facilitated by the fact that it was no longer being anchored in a 

specific commodity – gold. In this way the delinking of the standard was, for the operaisti, 

a pivotal moment in the so-called crisis of value. As Bifo argues, ‘after Nixon’s decision, 

measurement ended. Standardisation ended. The possibility of determining the average 

amount of time necessary to produce a good ended’ (Berardi, 2012: 88). Money without 

anchor was no longer able to provide a stable index of measure. Such is the crisis of the law 

of value set in motion from above as a mechanism of class decomposition. 

 

The theoretical and political creativity of the workerist response to the shifting conditions 

of capitalist crisis does not need to be rehearsed here. Of significance to my critique is the 

degree to which postworkerism confines the problematic of value to a particular technical 

form of production embedded in a specific labour process, and to a law which only 

functions through a standard form of measure. That is, the postworkerists assume a 

periodisation of value in which commodity-money anchored in gold, Fordist labour 

processes and Keynesian policy effectively come to represent the historical fulfilment of 

Marx’s law of value. As far as operaismo and postworkerism are concerned, the breakdown 

of this triangulation must also lead to the breakdown of the law of value. For 

postworkerism, a series of conceptual splits characterise the functionality of the law of 

value. These include the spatial and temporal organisation of the working day; the 

contractual forms of mediation between labour and capital during this period; a sense of 



  Postworkerism, ontology, value and rent 

 

122 
 

clear demarcation in the categories of fixed/constant and variable capital; and finally, the 

distinction between the spheres of production, circulation and reproduction (De Angelis, 

1994). This conceptualization leads the operaisti and the postworkerists to posit Fordism as 

the clearest historical, and ultimately final, expression to the law of value as constructed by 

Marx. The creativity of the operaisti notwithstanding, then, their tendency to reduce value 

to a specific technical organisation of production represents a considerable flaw that has 

grown into a fundamental impasse in postworkerist thought. 

 

ii) The technical determination of value
30

 

Considered in broad strokes, the long ’68 and the collapse of the gold standard marks a 

decisive historical threshold for the postworkerist understanding of the crisis of value. 

However, the other side of the crisis of the law of value is the consideration of labour that 

dominates postworkerist thought. On one hand, the postworkerists wanted to argue that the 

abandonment of the dollar-gold standard had unhinged the capacity of money to function as 

a form of measure. On the other hand, they thought that workers’ struggles and the 

subsequent emergence of ‘new’ forms of affective and immaterial labour beyond the 

factory walls had set labour apart from capital, thus rendering labour immeasurable and 

generating a crisis of value. However, there are limits to constructing such a close 

relationship between the labour process, concrete labour, a standard of measure and the 

crisis of value. I have already pointed out in Chapter One that the postworkerist reading of 

value is ultimately a Ricardian one, but it is worth deepening the critique of how the 

postworkerists come to understand value as a simple aggregation of concrete hours of 

labour. If the ‘new’ forms of labour resist measurability, and consistently elude the problem 

                                                        
30

 I have taken the term ‘technical determination’ from Dave Eden (2012: 96).  
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of value, the implication is that a previous form of labour was not so elusive. The logic that 

informs this reasoning illustrates the limits of postworkerist analyses of labour and value.  

 

The pivotal factor in the postworkerist analysis of value is the question of value’s 

measurability. Marx’s consideration of the measure/magnitude, substance and, most 

significantly, the form of value was covered in Chapter One. I drew attention here to the 

fact that for Marx, and other theorists, the key to understanding value comes through an 

analysis of value-form. Postworkerism, by contrast, has built its consideration of value 

solely around the question of measure. In particular, the object of measure is concrete 

labour. Negri (1992: 71) argues that the key limitation of ‘Marx’s consideration consists in 

the fact of reducing the form of value to an objective measure’. Elsewhere Negri (1999: 78) 

argues that what has fundamentally changed since the ‘time of the classical theory of value’ 

is ‘the possibility of considering value as a measure of concrete labour’. Thus Negri 

concludes that labour can no longer be expressed as units of homogenous time. However, 

apparently there was a time when value was a measure of concrete labour based upon 

homogenous units of labour time.  

 

The exemplary model of labour in which the law of value was operable was, according to 

postworkerism, Fordist factory labour. The postworkerist narrative posits clear 

demarcations between the functionality of time and activity: of productive working life. In 

other words, there were clear sites and times in which living-labour or variable capital 

confronted fixed capital, and in this interaction undertook value-creating activity. Fordism 

was thus characterised by ‘regular rhythms of factory production and its clear divisions of 



  Postworkerism, ontology, value and rent 

 

124 
 

work time and non-work time’, in which there was a ‘temporal unity of labour as the basic 

measure of value’ (Hardt and Negri, 2004: 145). Within this formulation labour is an 

external standard of measure, and value is measurable by labour as the difference between 

input costs, particularly that of variable capital (wages), and the value of the commodity 

output (Eden, 2012).
31

 Even Christian Marazzi (2002: 51) will argue that with post-Fordism 

‘we have witnessed the crisis of industrial time as homogenous, abstract, chronometric, 

computable objectifiable time, external to human beings and to things’. The postworkerists 

thus posit a direct relationship between the amount of ‘concrete’ hours worked by an 

individual worker and the measurability of value.  

 

Rather than a critique of the value-form, postworkerism instead focuses on the particularity 

of the labour process. Dave Eden (2012: 95-108) argues that in the work of Virno and 

Negri, the theory of value is reducible to a fixation upon the labour process and concrete 

labour. As a result value is constructed as ‘a technical determination rather than a product 

of social relations predicated on production for exchange’ (Eden, 2012: 96). Eden’s critique 

focuses upon the ‘absence of exchange’ and the failure of Negri and Virno to develop a 

critique of the commodity, and notes that this arises from the primacy of production within 

                                                        
31

 Angela Mitropoulos (2012) analysis of oikonomia and neocontractualism presents a convincing argument 

that what is missing from the theory of the wage from Marx onwards, is that it is an expropriation of surplus 

labour not only from that formally exploited in the workplace/workday, but through the racial and gendered 

ordering of the household. Mitropoulos reworks the theory of value into the law of the household and 

oikonomia. Her work constitutes, amongst other things, an important contribution to value theory. The 

exploitation of labour has always drawn from an ‘immeasurable’ pool of free labour. However this does not 

render the theory of value untenable, or transform all social activity into a smooth productive substance. 

Indeed the extraction of free labour has been arranged in numerous and shifting arrangements over time, 

including the unpaid portion of the working day, but also from a pool of labour never even formally 

recognised as such.  
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the framework of operaismo.
32

 Eden is correct to note this absence, and indeed Negri 

(1971: 20) was proclaiming the obsolescence of exchange as early as 1971. For Negri, the 

paradox of exchange lies in the fact that the real subsumption of labour to capital, while 

subjecting all relations to exchange, also undermines the meaning of exchange-value in 

Marx. If, for Marx, exchange is what transforms private labour into social labour (Marx, 

1991; Rubin, 1990 [1928]), postworkerists posit an entirely different reading of exchange. 

Negri (2005 [1971]: 20) is again exemplary here, arguing that within the condition of real 

subsumption, ‘the labour of the single producer is posited from the outset as social labour’. 

Herein lies a significant clue to understanding the trajectory of Negri and postworkerism 

more generally. Later Negri (2005 [1977]: 182) would claim that ‘exchange is inadequate 

to the possibility for capital to set in motion the collective power of socially cooperative 

labour: hence the obsolescence of exchange is total and radical’. Removing the 

consideration of exchange from the critique of work makes it that much easier to posit 

labour as a smooth, singular substance. The absence of exchange is thus one indication of 

the superficiality of the postworkerist account of value. 

 

Paralleling the postworkerist understanding of concrete, individual and social labour noted 

above, is an equally problematic analysis of the relationship between concrete and abstract 

labour. That is, the concept of abstract labour is read back into, or through, the labour 

process by postworkerism. Here again, the Fordist factory plays a pivotal role. Industrial 

                                                        
32

 It is worth mentioning here that addressing the absence of exchange is not the only way through which 

value-form theory might improve postworkerism. In particular this is because there are limitations to the 

circulationist approach to value theory (specifically that of Rubin and Heinrich), which is the principle basis 

upon which Eden makes his critique of Virno and Negri. It is not necessary for me to address such limitations 

here, given that they are specifically pertinent to the debates with value theory, rather than the critique of 

postworkerist ontology. However, on these questions it is worth reading: Nick Gray (2010), Patrick Murray 

(1988 and 2013), Angela Mitropoulos (2012), Melinda Cooper (Forthcoming), and Melinda Cooper and 

Catherine Waldby (2014). 



  Postworkerism, ontology, value and rent 

 

126 
 

factory labour is posited as a clear illustration of a simplified, and thus measurable labour. 

Bifo (Berardi, 2009: 75-76) argues that ‘industrial labour was generally abstract since its 

specific quality and concrete utility was irrelevant compared to its economic function of 

valorisation’. More specifically, that ‘the more industrial labour is simplified the more it is 

interchangeable’. For Bifo, abstract labour is not only value, but is a particular form of 

labour within the workplace or labour process. Thus part of the explanation for the 

immeasurability of value lies in the fact that the labour of post-Fordist workers is not 

‘interchangeable’ in the same way simplified industrial labour was. However, the real 

difficulty that Bifo has identified here is the relationship between simple and complex 

labour, which is a different problem to that of the measurability of value.
33

  

 

 

iii) Autonomous production beyond measure? 

For postworkerists the crisis of the law of value emerges as the result of the shifts in the 

forms of labour that constitute contemporary capitalism, including changes in the labour 

process and the temporal rhythms of work, summed up as the movement from Fordist to 

post-Fordist capitalism (Virno, 2004), or from industrial to cognitive capitalism (Moulier-

Boutang, 2011; Vercellone, 2010). Vercellone argues that if we are to understand the crisis 

of value, then it must be seen as ‘a crisis of measurement that destabilises the very sense of 

the fundamental categories of the political economy; labour, capital, and obviously value’ 

                                                        
33

 Jacques Bidet (2005: 16-30 and 94-99) has argued that the attempts by Marx to grapple with simple and 

complex, or skilled and unskilled, labour in relation to value are undermined by the trajectory of his own 

argument. Marx’s own argument concerning the determination of the value of labour-power circumvent the 

difficulties that Marx continued to pursue in trying to understand distinct categories of simple and complex 

labour. Bidet argues that in reality, complex labour is an unnecessary category. For a rejoinder to Bidet’s 

reading of Marx and market socialism see Helmut Richelt (1993). 
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(Vercellone, 2010: 90). Vercellone continues, ‘the crisis of the law of labour time-value is 

not limited to a measurement crisis, but corresponds to two elements…the exhaustion of 

the progressive force of capital and its increasingly parasitical character’ (90). To continue 

with Vercellone, the crisis of the law of value can be seen insofar as, pertaining to 

industrial capitalism, ‘abstract labour, measured in a unit of simple, non-qualified labour’, 

which is the ‘tool allowing for the control over…labour’ no longer holds. In order to 

explain why this is the case, Vercellone argues, it is necessary to look to the reconfiguration 

of the categories of capital that occurs with the ‘power and growth of the power of labour’s 

cognitive dimension’ (90-91).  

 

Turning briefly to Negri (2008), postworkerism calls for a rethinking of Marx’s categories 

of capital – that is the distinction drawn by Marx between constant and variable capital, as 

well as the notion of total capital, which for Marx comprised all of the elements 

constituting fixed and circulating capital. Following Negri, what has changed in the post-

Fordist condition is the role of variable capital, that is, living labour-power purchased and 

set in motion at work. Whereas the Fordist factory established a clear demarcation between 

labour and machinery, or variable and constant capital, today the expansion of cognitive 

and affective labour means that variable capital directly incorporates aspects of fixed 

capital or ‘machinery’, for example, the capacity to communicate or care. Therefore, ‘when 

speaking of cognitive work, we are speaking of this new faculty of the workforce: the 

means of production has become internal to the singularities engaged in the organisation 

of labour’ (Negri, 2008: 66). Elsewhere, Lazzarato (1996: 138) argued that the ‘cycle of 

immaterial labour takes as its starting point a social labour power that is independent and 
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able to organise both its own work and its relations with business entities’. Indeed, 

‘industry does not form or create this new labour power, but simply takes it on board and 

adapts it’. What opens up here, even if one were to accept the renewal of Marxian 

categories, is the possibility of sliding from the critique of political economy towards an 

ontological conception of labour, where labour is understood to be capable of sustaining its 

own autonomous social organisation as the common. If we accept this premise, it follows 

that exploitation takes on the form of ‘value expropriation that proceed[s] in a position of 

exteriority in respect of the organisation of production’ (Vercellone, 2010: 91). Labour, 

now incorporating elements of fixed capital, is capable of organising itself, and so 

exploitation is expressed as a parasitic drain on the common.  

 

A particular conception of affect is central to the postworkerist understanding of labour 

beyond measure. For example, for Negri (1999: 79-80), the entwining of Spinozist affect 

and labour positions labour beyond measure:  

 

in this paradoxical way, labor becomes affect, or better, labor finds its value in affect, 

if affect is defined as the ‘power to act’ (Spinoza). The paradox can thus be 

reformulated in these terms: The more the theory of value loses its reference to the 

subject (measure was this reference as a basis of mediation and command), the more 

the value of labor resides in affect, that is, in living labor that is made autonomous in 

the capital relation, and expresses…its power of self-valorisation.  

 

Labour and value are thus reconceptualized through the category of immeasurable affect or 

value-affect. As production subsumes the totality of social life, so the basis of value as 
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measure collapses. As labour becomes life in biopolitical production, the labour theory of 

value implodes, and the task of theory becomes that of decoupling value from measurable 

labour. Having made this move, Negri then attempts to reconstruct the theory of value in 

terms of value-affect, where affect is posited as an immediately cooperative and 

immeasurable political force. 

 

Postworkerism’s argument concerning the immaterial production, the general intellect and 

autonomous labour, has implications for how work is understood. That is, the hypothesis of 

autonomous labour illustrates how postworkerism has moved from a critique of labour to 

its valorisation. For example, Hardt and Negri (2000: 395) argue that ‘when the multitude 

works, it produces autonomously and reproduces the entire world of life. Producing and 

reproducing autonomously means constructing a new ontological reality. In effect, by 

working, the multitude produces itself as singularity.’ Based upon the premises of 

postworkerism, work is already a construction of a new world. Postworkerism moves from 

a world beyond exchange in which, ‘work is an immediate participation in the world of 

social wealth’, to a condition of properly autonomous production.  

 

iv) Rethinking autonomous production 

The processes and tenability of measure are significant for the post-workerists. The crisis of 

the law of value for them in fact signifies a crisis of a particular apparatus of measurement 

that was ‘operable’ in a specific historic context of capitalism. The displacement of this 

arrangement is understood to lead inexorably to the crisis of value. It is not clear, however, 

that this displacement should warrant the turn to ontology that postworkerism has 
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undertaken. It is evident, and uncontroversial, that crisis is inherent to the dynamic of 

capital. Crisis, and the double movement of capital, materialises as a struggle that 

continuously destabilises and restores norms of (re)production (Cooper, 2012). The crisis of 

measure is inherent to such a process, regardless of how its appearance and manifestation 

may shift. The apparent novelty of cognitive capitalism, namely the immeasurability of 

value and the incommensurability between forms of biopolitical production and capital, 

which is so pivotal to the perspective of postworkerism, can be thought differently if we do 

not understand Fordism to be the historical fulfilment of the ‘law of value’.  

 

As Postone points out, the grounds for commensurability ‘are historically specific and 

social’ (2012: 247). It is value that brings about this commensurability, which is to say a 

‘historically specific form of wealth that has nothing to do with their [commodities] 

properties, whether material or immaterial, but is the crystallised expression of a 

historically specific form of social mediation that…is constituted by a historically specific 

form of labour’ (Postone, 2012: 247-248). However, the coordinates of the historically 

specific form of labour shift, and thus ‘the trajectory of value is such that it becomes 

anachronistic, and, yet, at the same time, is reconstituted as necessary to the system’ (248). 

In developing this perspective it may be possible to approach the problematics raised by the 

theorists of the becoming-rent of profit, but with a more rigorous critique of labour in the 

present conjuncture. In order to carry this out, I want to now build this argument up through 

a counter-reading of the categories that are involved in the theorisation of the becoming-

rent of profit. 
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Despite the postworkerist argument that there was once a period of clearly quantifiable 

units of labour and thus value, for Marx the question of measure was always tenuous and 

contingent. Marx’s perspective on this is evident on at least two levels. The first I pointed 

out in Chapter One, in Marx’s argument to Kugelman (1868) that there is no way to 

quantify exchange-value except as it works out as a blind average, after the fact. The 

second level is that of the wage, and is of particular significance for the analysis of the so-

called condition of autonomous production, and thus the postworkerist theorisation of rent.  

 

In the chapter on time-wages in Capital volume I, Marx (1991: 686) states, after having 

already considered the effects of overwork on the worker, that there are conditions which 

expose the ‘sufferings which arise for the worker out of his being insufficiently employed’. 

Marx continues that  

 

if the hour’s wage is fixed in such a way that the capitalist does not bind himself to pay 

a day’s or week’s wage, but only to pay wages for the hours during which he chooses 

to employ the worker, he can employ him for a shorter period than that which was 

originally the basis of the calculation of the wages for the hour, or the unit of 

measurement of the price of labour. 

 

In a situation such that ‘the working day ceases to contain a definite number of hours’, then 

‘the connection between paid and unpaid labour is destroyed.’ There is no agreement that 

capital will pay for the reproduction of the worker. Rather, ‘the capitalist can now wring 

from the worker a certain quantity of surplus labour without allowing him the labour time 

necessary for his own subsistence.’ The capitalist can thus ‘annihilate all regularity of 
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employment, and according to his own convenience, caprice, and the interest of the 

moment, make the most frightful overwork alternate with relative or absolute cessation of 

work’ (686). While the ‘legal limitation of the working day’ blocks the unlimited extension 

of hours, the neocontractualism (Mitropoulos, 2012) of post-Fordism, involving workfare, 

precarious employment, zerohour contracts (Cooper, 2012), resonates with Marx’s 

comments on the effects of insufficient employment. Indeed, while legal limitations on the 

length of the working day remain in place, the ever-present need to be on-call or prepared 

for work that is characteristic of neocontractualism effectively transforms non-working 

time into a form of working time (Mitropoulos, 2005). As Mitropoulos put it a decade ago,  

the perpetually irregular work of post-Fordism might, though not necessarily, decrease 

the actual amount of time spent doing paid work, it nevertheless enjoins the post-

Fordist worker to be continually available for such work, to regard life outside waged 

work as a time of preparation for and readiness to work.  

However, more specifically in terms of the limitations of the postworkerist argument 

concerning the measurability of value, it is clear that at least as far as Marx was concerned, 

the operability of value was never contingent upon a formalised external standard of 

measure, and this remains the case for labour-power through wages as well as any other 

commodity.  

 

Indeed, Jamie Peck and Nick Theodore (2012) present a contemporary picture of 

underemployment and contingency which recalls the dynamic of the wage outlined above 

by Marx. While the struggle against Fordism involved the refusal of factory labour and 

innovative struggles of ‘non-standard’ labour (Cooper, Forthcoming; Mitropoulos, 2005, 

2006 and 2011), the ‘unruly ‘transition’ from New Deal to postwelfare modes of 
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regulation…is also a story of the contradictory expansion of a patchwork of localised 

regiemes of labour regulation’ (Peck and Theodore, 2012: 747). Peck and Theodore 

continue that ‘this shifting landscape of labour (re)regulation runs the gamut from pockets 

of hyperexploitation to enclaves of resurgent community-labour politics’. The ‘structural 

expansion’ of contingent work sees a process in which ‘the generation of short-term, 

insecure, high-turnover jobs…meshes with the desperate need for work among 

underemployed workers’ (2012: 747-748). Indeed the technologisation of contingency and 

precarity is evident in such staff scheduling software as Kronos, a ‘software that 

choreographs workers in precise, intricate ballets, using sales patterns and other data’ such 

that companies are ‘capable of bringing in more hands in anticipation of a delivery truck 

pulling in or the weather changing, and sending workers home when real-time analyses 

show sales are slowing’ (Lowrie, 2014). The question of the wage remains pivotal in this 

situation which sees the increase in ‘street-corner labour markets and other informal hiring 

sites, the growth of day labour temp agencies and the proliferation of various forms of 

labour subcontracting’ (Peck and Theodore, 2012: 748). As a result there is a tendency that 

‘extends managerial control over job tasks and the pace of work…and pushes wages and 

workers back out into competition (2012: 748-749). That is, contingency does not decentre 

the wage as such, but rather rearticulates it. 

 

Marx’s comments above are made in the context of a discussion of time wages. However 

his consideration of piece-wages also contains striking resonances with the contemporary 

moment of neocontractualism. The example of piece rates is of interest because labour 

operating at piece rates does often satisfy the conditions of ‘autonomous production’. 
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Moreover historically, piecework also challenges the narrative according to which 

productive cooperation could not take place without the ‘productive capitalist’.
34

 Marx’s 

analysis of the domestic industries in the 1860s, the vast majority of which were not 

covered by the factory acts, unsettles the image of the factory as the sole productive site. 

The domestic workers Marx is referring to work either from home, carrying out finishing or 

mending, or from what were called ‘mistresses houses’, or small workshops. These workers 

constituted the vast majority of lace-making and straw plaiting (140000 of 150000 workers), 

and most of them worked at piece rates. As George Caffentzis (2011b) has argued, the 

postworkerist analysis of rent conflates Marx’s categories of ‘wages of supervision’ or 

‘superintendence’ and ‘profit of enterprise’. While the relationship between these 

categories is analysed in Capital volume III, Marx’s comments on piece-wages in Capital 

volume I provide a useful lens for a consideration of post-Fordist arrangements of work, 

and the postworkerist analysis of rent.  

 

Before turning to the question of rent specifically, it is worth noting that Marx’s analysis of 

piece-work introduces a degree of complexity into the narrative of rent outlined by 

Vercellone. Piece-work already offers an example of a mode of production where the 

superintendence of labour has become redundant. Marx argues that ‘since the quality and 

intensity of the work are here’, in a context of piece work, ‘controlled by the very form of 

the wage, superintendence of labour becomes to a great extent superfluous’ (Marx, 1991: 

695). As I pointed out above, for Marx this is a condition that is exemplified in the ‘so-

called domestic industry’ of the 1860s. Thus it is not a condition he was on the brink of 

                                                        
34

 I address the relationship between the ‘productive capitalist’ and the postworkerist theory of rent in the next 

section of this chapter.  
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theorising but unable to due to a lack of conditions. It is the condition of that day. 

Caffentzis’ (2011b: 45-47) critique of cognitive capitalism also draws attention to Marx’s 

comments on piece-wages and the ‘bitter autonomy’ they provide. Caffentzis (46-47) draws 

an explicit connection between the production of subjectivity produced by the conditions of 

piece-wage workers in the 1860s and that of the cognitariat today. Just as Marx had argued 

that piece work develops ‘the wider scope’ of ‘individuality, and with it the worker’s sense 

of liberty, independence and self-control’ so too does it create the competition of workers 

with each other’ (1990 [1867]: 697), Caffentzis argues there is a parallel in the ‘divisive 

individualism’ that characterises the employment experiences of, for example, intellectual 

labour.  

 

The parallel Caffentzis draws is also identified by Sergio Bologna’s (2010 [2007]) analysis 

of workers’ responses to post-Fordist conditions of work. Bologna (2010 [2007]: 170) 

analyses what he calls ‘free expressions of rage’ which all expose ‘work [as] the central 

theme, the impending problem that shapes or deforms rhythms of life, human relations, 

places that we inhabit, family relations and so on’. Based on online testimonies, Bologna 

argues that while in the Taylorist era:  

 

there was a timekeeper following you, today you are followed by one of the many 

hierarchical figures of the company, an expert in the thousand shortcuts to manage 

flexibility, substituting an unlimited term contract worker with a short-term contract 

worker, and then this with a temporary worker, further with an external worker, then 

with an independent self-managed worker. 
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While Vercellone (2010) contends that ‘rent has always been the other side of the common’, 

the arguments of Caffentzis and Bologna above, show that a dispersal in the organisation of 

labour is also the other side to so-called autonomous production. Indeed, Bologna argues 

that ‘it even seems that the main feature of the current management system of work is to 

create the conditions of difference in such a way that each [worker] perceives, in the first 

place, the non-affinity with the person he or she works with’ (2010 [2007]: 173). I will 

return in the following two chapters to the mobilisation of affect and utilisation of affect 

theory along the lines presented by Bologna and Caffentzis, but I draw attention to them 

here as they unsettle the postworkerist articulation of the relationship between labour and 

rent. 

 

The becoming-rent of profit 

 
For postworkerism, the common, value and rent are mirrored reflections of each other. The 

ontological turn of postworkerism can thus be located in the very premise of cognitive 

capitalism. For Vercellone, the  

 

capital-labour antagonism increasingly takes the form of antagonism between the 

institutions of the common as the foundations of knowledge-based economy and the 

logic of expropriation of cognitive capitalism that develops itself under the form of 

rent. (2010:92) 

 

The common expresses a form of post-capital labour in the present. Vercellone (2010: 95) 

expresses this perspective clearly when he argues that the structural forms and institutions 

of the knowledge economy ‘we could define, at least potentially, as a post-capitalist 
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exterior’. The common is thus an ambiguous and yet highly significant concept for 

postworkerism. Similarly, Hardt (2010: 351) argues that in cognitive capitalism, the 

capitalist remains external to productive activity, and rent becomes the mechanism to ‘cope 

with the conflicts between capital and the common’, a mechanism through which ‘finance 

expropriates the common at a distance’. 

 

Vercellone has argued that Marx’s analysis of rent in Capital volume III brings Marx to the 

point of theorising the becoming rent of profit. A significant aspect of Vercellone’s claim is 

found in Marx’s comments that not only does the capitalist as a personification of capital 

step to the side of production, but so too does the superintendent, the paid manager. For 

Vercellone this condition represents the simultaneous realisation of the autonomy of labour, 

as well as the tendency of profit to be articulated as a form of rent. The argument is vague, 

but runs more or less as follows: now that the capitalist brings nothing directly to the table 

(or the shopfloor), including a manager, it follows that the productive function of the 

capitalist is exhausted. Labour is thus autonomous, and the exploitation of this autonomous 

labour, given that it is not ‘direct’, manifests as rent. Thus the disappearance of the 

capitalist and the superintendent leads to the becoming rent of profit. 

 

Marx (1990 [1867]: 449) is speaking of the ‘productive capitalist’ in Capital volume I when 

he states that ‘the cooperation of wage-labourers is entirely brought about by the capital 

that employs them’. The basic argument concerns the role of ‘the capitalist’ mobilising the 

latent powers of social cooperation through drawing workers together within the factory. In 

this way there is a ‘productive capitalist’ insofar as without this role of the capitalist as 
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investor/owner of large scale industry the social cooperation of labour could not occur. To 

briefly bracket the issue here, in Capital volume III Marx presents a more nuanced analysis 

of this question, once he has zoomed out from the ‘hidden abode of production’. Marx 

(1992 [1894]: 512-514) certainly writes of the disappearance of the capitalist from the 

factory floor, but not in any such way that it transforms capital, or the labour-capital 

relation. The chapter on the ‘Trinity Formula’ (954-970) also provides a clear indication 

that value is a relation beyond the immediate appearance of revenues. In any case, it is true 

Marx argues that the productive capitalist becomes increasingly superfluous as does the 

superintendent. There is in fact no indication in Marx that the superfluity of the capitalist 

and manager on the shopfloor presents a crisis for the form of value. A further issue with 

the postworkerist narrative concerning the tale of the productive capitalist pertains to the 

image of a more noble form of exploitation that lends itself to productivist against 

parasitical narratives. That is, the postworkerist critique of rent along this path recapitulates 

a productivist foundation of politics and struggle. 

 

For the postworkerists, moreover, the process of financialisation is directly linked to post-

Fordist capitalism and the forms of labour involved. As Marazzi argues, it is necessary to 

see ‘financialisation as the other side of a process of the value production affirmed starting 

from the crisis of the Fordist model, from the capitalist incapacity to suck surplus value 

from immediate living-labour, the wage labour of the factory’ (Marazzi, 2011: 48). Thus, 

‘financialisation is not an unproductive/parasitic deviation…but rather the form of capital 

accumulation symmetrical with the new processes of value production’. What characterises 

this shift, is a ‘transformation of valorisation processes that witnesses the extraction of 
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value no longer circumscribed to the place dedicated to the production of goods and 

services, but extends beyond the factory gates [and] enters directly into the sphere of the 

circulation of capital’. Accumulation, then, ‘no longer consists, as in the Fordist period, of 

investment in constant and variable capital, but rather investment in apparatuses of 

producing and capturing value produced outside directly productive processes’. Thus for 

Marazzi, value extraction takes place from a position of externality, and the apparatus 

forms the channels of rent that constitute this form of expropriation. This brings us to the 

becoming-rent of profit. 

 

Although disagreeing with the postworkerists on a number of questions, Zizek comes to 

similar conclusions regarding the becoming-rent of profit. Zizek has argued that in order to 

understand the contemporary arrangements of capital accumulation we need to ‘critically 

transform Marx’s conceptual apparatus’ (2009: 145). For Zizek, Marx ‘neglected the social 

dimension of the general intellect, [and thus] failed to envisage the possibility of the 

privatisation of the general intellect itself’ (145). This, for Zizek, explains why the 

‘classical Marxist’ understanding of exploitation is not tenable, and why ‘exploitation has 

to be enforced more and more by direct legal measures, that is, by non-economic means’, 

stating further that this is why profit comes to assume the form of rent. It might be 

interesting to look at the implications of this statement in terms of the apparent novelty 

Zizek sees in the use of ‘direct legal measures’ to enforce exploitation – one could perhaps 

look to Marx’s discussion of the working day to see how ‘direct legal measures’ have 

always been an immediate concern regarding the question of exploitation. More recently, 

Mitropoulos (2012) also has shown how legal measures are pivotal to the surpassing and 
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restoration of the limits of capital, specifically in the shifting forms of the contract. But to 

leave this aside for now, and to continue with the theme of rent, Zizek again follows the 

postworkerists on the question of general intellect and rent. To quote once again, Zizek 

states ‘the crucial role of the general intellect (knowledge and social cooperation) in the 

creation of wealth, forms of wealth [which] are “out of all proportion to the direct labour 

time spent on their production’’’ results ‘in the gradual relative transformation of the profit 

generated by the exploitation of labour-power into rent appropriated by the privatisation of 

this very general intellect’ (145-146). 

 

Marazzi and Zizek are looking to the breakdown of the relationship between the wage and 

productive activity as index and measure, coinciding with the rearticulation of the 

categories of capital, in the general intellect. For the post-operaisti, the result or implication 

of the above is that value extraction takes place from a position of externality, and the 

apparatus of legal measures that Marazzi and Zizek refer to, form the channels of rent that 

constitute this form of expropriation. However, this conception of rent and externality is 

problematic, both in relation to its reading of Marx on the form of value, and also insofar as 

it leads to an ontological understanding of existing labouring practices. 

 

The postworkerist hypothesis of the common is reminiscent of Marx’s analyses of 

feudalism. For example Richard Miller (1984) draws attention to the political determinants 

that shaped the extraction of money rent from independent labour. Marx, in Capital volume 

III argues that ‘it is evident that in all forms in which the direct labourer remains the 

'possessor' of the means of production and labour conditions...the property relationship 
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must simultaneously appear as a direct relation of lordship and servitude’ (in Miller, 1984: 

199). Miller draws attention to this quote commenting on Marx’s analysis of feudalism and 

rent in relation to labour. He notes that, 

 

by 1600, corvée labour...had been extinct for about two centuries. Even rent in kind 

had largely been replaced by money-rent...what we see is an economy dominated by 

production under long term leases, in independent workshops, or in cottage industries 

catering to merchants. An impossible beast, feudalism without feudal lords. (199).  

 

The point of interest here is that rent in this case represents an extraction of surplus from a 

condition of labour that is the ‘possessor of the means of production,’ and has capacity for 

self-subsistence. That is, the labour in question is ostensibly autonomous in the form of its 

organisation. Postworkerist arguments concerning the general intellect are reminiscent of 

Marx’s analysis of feudal labour, although their tone is affirmative rather than critical. 

Ultimately postworkerist analysis of labour looks forward to a future in which the 

autonomous condition of the general intellect will generate a supposedly higher level of 

self-subsistence, through independently cooperative labour and biopolitical production. 

 

The theorisation of autonomous production and rent is symptomatic of postworkerist 

productivism. Labour is conflated with life as the basis of a productivist ontology of the 

common, and it is ranged against a parasitic and passive form of capital in rent. Whilst 

Marazzi ostensibly rejects the idea that finance is parasitic, he nonetheless offers a passive 

form of capital against a productivist image of life. Pietro Bianchi (2011: 49) has argued 

that in the work of Marazzi, not only has capital breached the sphere of production into 
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circulation, but what is now at stake is ‘that life itself, in its most universal generality, 

becomes a source of value-production’. The result of which is a portrayal of ‘a 

contemporary finance capital that is entirely passive, no longer able to create surplus value’ 

but must pursue the ‘becoming-life of labour’. Even Marazzi, in this instance, evokes a 

productivist notion of life to make sense of contemporary capitalism. 

 

It is worth insisting that Marazzi’s argument here is directly connected to the problem of 

value and substance, as well as to the problems of ontology in postworkerism. Marazzi 

(2014; 2014a) has battled with the problem of substance, labour and value in two recent 

texts. In one instance, Marazzi argues that the contemporary forms of production, finance 

and rent have led to the ‘de-substantialisation of the value of goods’ (2014a: 6). In the 

second instance, he agrees with this assertion, but claims that we need to find a new 

substance of value and labour. The problem that Marazzi misses here is that the assertion of 

labour as autonomous production in the common has already rendered the postworkerist 

conception of labour as a new form of substance. As Diefenbach has pointed out, in the 

final consideration, the so-called autonomy of production wielded through labour’s control 

of the general intellect actually ‘means that labour is substantialised, capital 

desubstantialised – it is no more than a parasitical mechanism that appropriates inventive 

productivity’ (Diefenbach, 2010: 89). In this way, the thesis of the becoming-rent of profit 

encapsulates all the limitations of postworkerist theorisations of labour, value and class 

composition. In order to see how deep these limits run, it is useful to look further into the 

arrangements of post-Fordist labour and its relationship to value. 
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The theorisation of exploitation as a relationship of rent is problematic in a number of 

respects. It presents the relationship between labour and capital as being directly between 

labour and rent. The conditions that are outlined in the postworkerist argument come very 

close to Marx’s presentation of labour and money rent in feudalism. The reversion to a 

theory of rent places the productivist foundations of postworkerism in sharp relief. The 

lament for the productive capitalist, and the resentment for the rentier ‘who earns without 

working’ (Negri, 2009), is the mirror image of the valorisation of the productivity of all 

forms of activity. Thus the ontological, transhistorical and productivist conception of labour 

are necessarily implied in the reversion to rent. Postworkerism thus also avoids the problem 

of the value-form. However, if value, as I demonstrated in Chapter One, is a historically 

specific form of mediation and domination, then the moral dimension of the postworkerist 

argument is exposed. Value, productive labour, productivism need hold no inherent dignity. 

They are rather historical concepts within a particular set of historically specific relations. 

Moreover, the postworkerist theory of autonomous production - and it is necessary to be 

clear that the hypothesis of autonomous production is not the same as the proposition of 

autonomous workers’ struggle - sidesteps the difficult questions of how the relationship 

between the wage, remuneration, the contractual forms of such, and work, are defined. I 

will address these issues in the final section of the chapter. For now it is enough to point to 

the fact that the critique of labour within capitalism has largely been replaced with a 

perspective that seeks to valorise a perceived post-capitalist form of labour within, and yet 

somehow beyond, the present relations of capitalism. The positive or affirmationist 

inflection of contemporary postworkerist theorisations of labour replaces the critique of 
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work. This inflection effectively collapses the critique of labour into an affirmationist 

political ontology. 

 

Conclusion 

 
Throughout this chapter the key problem that has been explored is the postworkerist 

slippage between an affirmationist political ontology based in labour and a flawed critique 

of political economy insofar as begins from the assertion of the ontologisation of labour. 

This is ultimately a circular argument. From the inversion of the general intellect, through 

the vitalism of labour-power and the autonomous productivity of the common, we arrive at 

the so-called crisis of the law of value and the reversion to rent as externalised exploitation 

of the common. Now, at the end of Chapters Two and Three, it is possible to return to the 

problematic outlined in Chapter One with greater clarity. That is, to return to the specific 

relationship be labour and ontology in the postworkerist approach to value. The 

affirmationist political ontology of living-labour recapitulates substance as productive life. 

 

Without doubt, my argument here is somewhat anachronistic. According to postworkerist 

theorists, value and substance have little place in their thinking, except in terms of limit and 

crisis. This is clear, for example, in Negri’s (1989) argument that substance has no place in 

his ontology; that rather his is a constitutive ontology. Negri (1989: 128) argues that a 

‘substantialist ontology’ has ‘no place’ in his politics, rather ‘the ontological aspects of 

subjectivity are established (or rather produced) through the formulation of points of view, 

the interlacement of orientations of struggle and the revelation of intentions’. Thus, ‘it is a 

very special form of ontology, one which we can here call a constitutive ontology’. And yet, 
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Negri falls back upon notions of naturalism, whereby ‘the socialised worker produces value 

naturally’. Based in a Spinozist conception of affects and change, Negri’s constitutive 

ontology allegedly eludes fixture and foundation. From a different angle, the refusal of 

substance is present in the work of Marazzi (2014), who claims that value has been ‘de-

substantialised’ in post-Fordist capitalism (though he speculates that we may need to find a 

new substance for labour and value). For Marazzi, the expansion of capital into the sphere 

of circulation and beyond, alongside the linguistic nature of money and finance, removes, 

the question of substance of value from the framework of critique. And yet, it is clear 

enough based on the discussion carried out in this and previous chapters that such claims 

remain somewhat deceptive. While the reliance on substance is apparently rejected, it is 

ultimately what animates the so-called autonomous productivity of the common expressed 

through the affective, linguistic and intellectual characteristics of work. Rather than 

substance having no place in postworkerism, it is in fact reinscribed via their analysis of 

class composition, labour, the common, value and ontology.  

 



 

 

Chapter 4: Intensive measures: historical limits, affect theory and new 

managerial practice 

 

Introduction 

 
Part I of this thesis developed a critical analysis of postworkerist thought. While 

postworkerism has contributed to the challenge of rethinking labour, value and work 

beyond the model of the factory, it is also characterised by clear limitations. I have 

identified the core limits of postworkerism in the relationship these theorists posit between 

immaterial/affective labour, autonomous production, value and ontology. One of the most 

problematic implications of the postworkerist perspective is the tendency for the theory of 

immaterial production to occlude tension, difference and contradiction in its analysis of 

contemporary class composition – both technically and politically. Moreover, it is by now 

clear that this occlusion is an inevitable result of the ontological reading of affect and 

labour that postworkerism develops. As a result, the political arguments of postworkerism 

are undermined. Returning to the questions of class composition, labour and measure, Part 

II of the thesis will address these limitations with regard to contemporary processes of 

labour management.  

 

In particular, I analyse the various contradictory ways in which theories of affect are 

entangled in the measure and modulation of labour today. In some instances, it may well be 

plausible to characterise labour, in Spinozist terms as the ‘power to act’, but it is short-
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sighted to posit labour as simply and only the power to act.
35

 The entanglement of labour 

and affect in late capitalism does not automatically escape the problem of management and 

measure - what Stefano Harney and Fred Moten (2013: 54) might call the persistent 

confrontation with ‘state-thought’. In order to pose a politics of affect and composition 

adequate to the complexities of late capitalism, it is necessary to take a closer look at the 

problem of affect, management and measure than is usual in contemporary postworkerism. 

My analysis of the relationship between affect and labour as a problem of management will 

allow me to critique and destabilise the ontological assertions of postworkerism. 

 

Postworkerism has not ignored the problem that I analyse throughout this chapter entirely. 

Lazzarato and Negri (1991), in early considerations of immaterial production, addressed the 

emergent forms of post-Fordist management as techniques of power. Noting the differences 

between Taylorism and the techniques associated with post-Fordism, such as Total Quality 

Management, postworkerists drew attention to forms of ‘participative management’ and 

team work. Nick Dyer-Witheford (1999: 223-230) points out that these participative 

managerial techniques are based upon an organisation of labour that is creative and 

cooperative. Dyer-Witheford (1999: 223) argues that ‘if new production systems are the 

objective side of capitalised general intellect, then the work team represents its subjective 

side, in cellular form’. Virno has also drawn attention to these characteristics of post-

Fordist labour, represented in the compulsion to speak, and communicate at work. However, 

I argue throughout this chapter that the postworkerist engagement with the problem of 

management and composition has not gone far enough in analysing either the inner 

stratifications of affective labour, or in acknowledging the contested nature of affect as a 

                                                        
35

 I return to the political implications of this point in Chapter Six and the conclusion. 
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feature of work in post-Fordism. In particular, I argue that without an attention to the 

contradictory mobilisations of affect theory as a specific problem of labour, it is not 

possible to engage the question of the technical composition of class. 

 

I will begin this chapter by addressing the historical dimension of affective labour and what 

it reveals about the political and ontological limits of postworkerism. The conflation of 

labour and life that I have explored in previous chapters tends to pose the attributes of 

immaterial and affective labour as natural characteristics of life, divorced from all historical 

detail. As early as the 1970s, Federici (1975) and James (1975) had made this point with 

respect to the question of domestic reproductive labour, but it is an argument that retains its 

significance in the present context. The problem that arises here is that what are in fact 

historically determined forms of work imposed on particular bodies are presented instead as 

a natural emanation organised horizontally across the social body. Affect becomes a 

generic, ahistoric quality of labour, rather than a historically specific problem. The 

requirement to perform affective labour is not a call that exists outside of, for example, 

gender and race. Angela Mitropoulos (2012: 174) has identified this problem with 

characteristic precision, arguing that ‘it is not…authentic human sociability that is valorised 

in affective labour, but the apparently genuine circulation of affect as if it is not work’. 

Thus, while such forms of labour must appear natural in order for them to function as a 

pool of surplus labour (Mitropoulos, 2012: 106, 164, 174), the critique of affective labour 

cannot begin with the simple, uncritical acceptance of such appearances. Mitropoulos (2012: 

185, see also Mitropoulos 2009, 2008 and 2012a) further notes that the problem of the 

appearance of naturalness is also one of how ‘property and labour mesh with an inseparable 
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complex of gender, sexuality, class and race’. Patricia Chong (2009) has also drawn 

attention to the complex interactions that take place between emotional labour, race and 

gender, particularly in terms of expectations about who is supposed to perform such labour, 

and how. Taking its cue from the work of theorists such as Mitropoulos and Chong, the 

first section of this chapter will consider the historical construction and material 

composition of affective labour.  

 

Following this historical excursus on affective labour, I suggest that the contemporary 

composition of affective labour must be placed within the context of what some theorists 

(Reber, 2012; Sampson, 2014) have taken to calling affective capitalism. Affective 

capitalism is a term that serves to denote the merging and mobilisation of theories of affect 

within the reproduction, circulation and valorisation of value. While I do not elevate either 

immaterial/affective labour or affective capitalism to any hegemonic position, I do maintain 

that the questions being addressed under the rubric of affective capitalism are useful for any 

critique of immaterial/affective modes of labour. In a similar manner to Melissa Gregg and 

Gregory Siegworth (2010a), I argue that two prominent fields can be identified within 

affect theory: on the one hand, a Spinozist/Deleuzian field, and on the other a field of affect 

theory embedded in psychology. Both of these fields have been drawn upon in contexts of 

work and social reproduction, in the sense that they inform managerial techniques and 

research in workplace affect studies, thus intersecting with the composition of labour. I will 

show that the practical mobilisation of affect theory means that it is possible and indeed 

useful to expand the analysis of the technical composition of labour to include the uses and 



  Intensive measures, managerial practice 

 

150 

 

deployments of affect theory. The notion of an affective capitalism thus helps to illuminate 

some of the shifting coordinates of contemporary class composition.  

 

The third section of this chapter will analyse selected sites in which affect theory is brought 

to bear upon labour managerial practice. In the past three decades, numerous sociological 

studies have engaged with the question of emotional labour and its management (see for 

example Hochschild 2003 [1983]; Latham 2004; Vincent 2011; Payne and Cooper 2001). A 

number of striking convergences can be observed between affect theories, the affective turn 

in the neurosciences and the changing techniques of managerial practice. Recapitulating, 

modifying and completely breaking with classical Taylorist time and motion studies, new 

management techniques operate as a complex through which the emotional and affective 

capacities of labour are entwined with the imperatives of reproduction and valorisation. 

Therefore, insofar as a consideration of the material arrangements of work and reproduction 

is a necessary component of class composition analysis, the critique of affective 

management practices remains pertinent. Management may in many instances operate 

primarily as cliché, as Harney (2005) has argued. That is, management tends to follow on 

the heels of what is already occurring in labour while trying to position its own discourse as 

the creative moment. However, in the act of following, there is also a trace of recuperation, 

and recuperation raises the question of composition. Harney notes that ‘labour brought 

together by capital has an afterlife that can now sustain itself, but one that becomes 

vulnerable to new forms of management. Still this vulnerability is mediated by 

management’s limits’ (2005: 585). It is the tension that is found at this limit, this point of 

encounter that I want to develop further, in order to explore how it might be understood as 
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a technical factor in the relationship between labour and capital and thus inform the 

analysis of class composition. I would insist that management techniques remain key 

components within an apparatus that continues to contain labour within the logic of capital. 

It is for this reason that recent years have continued to see struggles around work and 

wages, particularly in low end service work – a point I will return to in Chapter Six. 

 

Each of these sections illustrate what I call the intensive measures that contribute to the 

contemporary material constitution of immaterial and affective production.  

 

Prologue: on the historical limits of affective labour 

 
In order to take a first step in destabilising the postworkerist ontology of 

immaterial/affective production and to begin outlining a different set of coordinates for the 

analysis of class composition, this section will investigate the ramifications of low-end 

service work for the theorisation of affective labour and value. In Chapter Two, I noted the 

existence of tensions between the classical perspective and that of the workerist-feminists 

within the development of operaismo. These tensions have been remade in various ways in 

the present context. While postworkerists claim to valorise the myriad forms of labour that 

make up the present social world as ontologically, politically and economically productive, 

their arguments have often removed nuance rather than amplified it. This renders 

postworkerism ill equipped to understand the divisions and demarcations that characterise 

labour today. This is a particularly telling shortcoming given that postworkerist theories of 

immaterial production are characterised, at least tacitly, by forms of labour and cooperation 

that are ‘low-end’. The composition of domestic, service and caring work continues to be 
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organised globally by gender and race.
36

 It follows that affect is not a generic category, but 

rather one imbued with, and mobilised across, demarcations of sex and race. Moreover, the 

attributes that are ascribed to and expected of affective labour, such as servility and docility, 

are gendered and racialised.  

 

The increasingly transactional arrangements of contemporary service and care work, in 

their paid and unpaid forms, is by now evident and does not need to be restated here 

(Folbre, 2005; Dalla Costa and James, 1973; Caffentzis, 1999; Meagher, 1999; Misra et al., 

2008). The boundary at which informal service/care work and the formal economy meet is 

a contested one, oscillating between efforts to incorporate such labour within capital, or to 

deny, marginalise and/or naturalise its economic role (Mitropoulos, 2012). As David 

Staples (2007: 133; see also Staples 2007a, for an extended analysis of home care work) 

has put it,  

 

Women’s revolt against patriarchal oppression in the home and in society 

created a shock for capital on one level...but an opening on another, with an 

extension of exploitation, supplemented by patriarchal controls, in the 

increasingly privatised and precarious workplace.  

                                                        
36

 The concept of 'global care chains' has been developed by some theorists to explain the links between 

global restructuring, migration and care economies (Hochschild, 2000; Yeates, 2004; Yeates, 2005). Links are 

here identified between women's increased labour force participation, the exportation of care, and the creation 

of a poor, migrant layer of care workers. However, it is worth noting that in the Australian context this 

process is not so clear. As Mears has sought to demonstrate, the notion of global care chains in Australia 

assumes a different form (Mears, 2004). Meagher further shows that the growth in paid domestic labour in 

Australia has primarily taken the form of outsourcing domestic kitchen labour and childcare, which manifests 

in a series of other forms of service work which is often still defined along lines of gender and race (Meagher, 

1999). The July 2014 Australian Productivity Commission Draft Report on Early Childhood Education and 

Care contains recommendations to subsidise nannies for in-home care, including an increase in the intake of 

migrant child care workers, in two visa classes. See Australian Productivity Commission (2014: 376-379), 

Indonesia Institute (2014), Matt Wade (2014), and Lucy Thackray (2014).  
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While Lisa Adkins (2012) has pointed out that this rearticulation of the process of re-

/production cannot be understood as a simple reimposition of the sexual contract, Staples’ 

argument demonstrates that the gains of moving out of the home were linked back to a 

restructuring of specifically capitalist forms of social reproduction, as new ways of 

imposing reproductive service and care work on women were devised. 

 

As Mitropoulos (2005; 2011) has argued, the condition of casualisation and precarious 

work has always defined and continues to define many types of work that have primarily 

been performed by women and non-white people. Indeed, Mitropoulos (2011) argues that  

 

Outside a small number of countries for a brief historical moment, and outside 

particular occupations in specific industries, the experience of work in 

capitalism has, for the most part, been intermittent, without guarantee of a 

future income, without punctual limit and, oftentimes, without any income at 

all… The Fordist worker's distinction between work time and leisure time was 

made possible by unpaid domestic labour. 

 

In this sense, ‘precariousness is the capitalist norm’ (Mitropoulos, 2011). Still, it is worth 

pointing out, as Erin Hatton (2011) and Melinda Cooper (Forthcoming)
37

 have shown, that 

the particular forms and expansion of casualization and temp work since the 1960s were 

explicitly pioneered through drawing on a feminised labour force.  

                                                        
37

 Melinda Cooper (Forthcoming) illustrates the connections between the destandardisation of value and 

labour and the role of the Volcker shock in this attack. In particular, Cooper argues that ‘Chicago School 

labour law’ became a pivotal weapon of capitalist offensive.  
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Federici (2008) argues that while the theories of precarious work, immaterial production 

and affective labour capture some central developments in the organisation of work, ‘they 

also bring us back to a male-centric conception of work and social struggle’. According to 

Federici, the concept of affective labour ignores the role of the wage as a divisive force, and 

thus the theory lacks the tools to deal with the problems of racial and gender hierarchies 

throughout (re)production. Federici argues that the periodisation of immaterial production 

also obscures divisions within the working class. That is, the positing of immaterial 

production as the leading edge of a new epoch of capitalist social relations obscures the 

persistence as well as the recreation of divisions within the working class. As such, the 

construction of affective labour within the paradigm of immaterial production flattens this 

aspect of the work of social (re)production, and fails to take up the implications of the 

changing forms of the exploitation of this work.  

 

Evelyn Nakano Glenn (1992; 2010) provides an analysis of service work in the twentieth 

century that weaves together race and gender, rather than analysing them as separate 

categories. Glenn’s work is important in pointing to how divisions of labour and 

constructions of skill form along race and gender lines, as well as pointing to the 

relationship between the public and the private that characterises the exploitation of service 

work. For example, Glenn (1992: 22, 31) points out that ‘the service worker also often 

performs in a public setting the same sorts of tasks that servants did in a private setting’, 

and that ‘the situation of women as unpaid reproductive workers at home is inextricably 

bound to that of women as paid reproductive workers’. Glenn (1992: 37) also demonstrates 
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that ‘the division between skilled and unskilled jobs is exactly where the racial division 

typically falls’. Mitropoulos (2012) has traced the genealogy of servitude to service work in 

a compelling critique of the contract and the law of the household. For Mitropoulos, the 

significance of service is that it is imposed as ‘the foundational gift of a naturalised 

servitude…the surplus labour that is always outside the remunerative, measured and 

reciprocal logic of the wage contract as such, but which is nevertheless crucial to its 

reproduction’ (2012: 32) and that ‘far from being marginal to the extraction of surplus 

labour, this expectation of a labour freely given has always been central to capitalist 

re/production’ (164). Mitropoulos’ argument is important because it focuses attention on the 

natural appearance of service, care and affective labour, thus unsettling the account of 

immaterial and affective production. 

 

David Staples’ (2007a) analysis of the work, organisation and struggles of US home-based 

labour, and Encarnacion Gutierrez-Rodriguez’ (2010) decolonial approach to migration and 

domestic work, both take up the question of biopolitical and affective labour raised by 

postworkerism, but with different inflections. While Staples and Gutierrez-Rodriguez are 

more sympathetic to the postworkerist theorisations of labour, affect and value than I am, 

their respective contributions remain important in order to contextualise the limits of the 

postworkerist theory of affective labour. In particular, both authors develop close analyses 

of two examples of home-based service work in the contemporary context, specifically in 

relation to the question of affective labour. Staples (2007a: 23-27) shows that in the US 

context, home-based service labour necessarily ‘takes on the appearance and characteristics 

of traditional, that is to say modern, ‘women’s work: literally “worth-less” and bound to the 
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household’. Staples continues that ‘the contradiction of ‘own account’ and self-employed, 

as well as exchanged and subcontracted labour which resists being monetised…presents 

capital in particular, and the state in more nuanced ways, with a uniquely 

exploitable…supply of surplus labour’. Staples (2007a: 111) argues that what is at stake 

here is a question of biopolitical control, a governance of life. He notes that ‘what makes 

political subjectivities in this space flow…are the highly controlled technologies of “sex” 

and “race’’ (113). Gutierrez-Rodriguez’ analysis of the affective labour and value of 

domestic work echoes Staples’ insights. Gutierrez-Rodriguez (2010: 140, emphases in 

original) suggests that while it may be the case that ‘affects constitute the social and 

cultural fabric from which living labour and its productive power stems’, in terms of 

domestic work, ‘within the chain of value coding, this labour is marked by the absence of 

its affective productivity’. Both Staples and Gutierrez-Rodriguez insist on bringing the 

question of biopolitics to bear upon labour, but the result is very different to Negri’s 

understanding of biopolitics which I discussed in the previous chapter. There is no 

expectation that labour will automatically affirms its productive autonomy in the above 

examples.  

 

This prologue concerning the historical limits of the theorisation of immaterial/affective 

production serves as the context for the subsequent analysis of affective capitalism and its 

techniques of management. If there is indeed a set of relations that can be named and 

theorised as affective capitalism, or affective labour, then it cannot be done without keeping 

in mind the preceding comments and the work of the theorists discussed above. Indeed, I 

note the above historical limits, particularly in relation to the question of governance as 
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iterated by Staples, because governance, in Harney and Moten’s words (2013: 55), is 

precisely the problematic of management (of self-management), and this is increasingly the 

case as management follows and confronts the forms of immaterial production.  

 

Each of the above perspectives, either directly or indirectly illustrate the historical 

limitations to the postworkerist theorisation of immaterial and affective labour. There is no 

need for me to develop this line of critique further. However, what I want to build on, from 

the preceding perspectives, is to trace a thread that connects the historical, gendered and 

racialised stratifications with the implementation of contemporary managerial techniques. I 

argued in Chapter Two that the technical composition of class refers to factors such as the 

structure of labour power, and the specificity of what is required in performing tasks on the 

job. Although the technical composition of class appears to be abstracted from the lived 

stratifications discussed above, in the context of affective techniques of management they 

tend in fact to become interlaced. 

 

Affective capitalism, affect theory and the question of labour 

 
Theorists of affective capitalism - a recent neologism - analyse the mobilisation and 

capturing of affect through the various imbrications of affect, labour, value, production, 

consumption and circulation. For example the ‘Affective Capitalism Symposium’ (2014)
38

 

sought to explore how affective capitalism ‘merges with established therapeutic discourses 

and blurs the limits of intimacy at work’, and ‘transforms us into assets, goods and services 

                                                        
38

 The ‘Affective Capitalism Symposium’ was held on the 5-6 June, 2014 at the University of Turku, Finland. 

Keynotes were presented by prominent affect theorists Melissa Gregg and Tony D Sampson. The conference 

aimed to engage with, theorise and describe a ‘regime we call affective capitalism’. It is followed by a special 

issue of Ephemera Journal on Affective Capitalism, forthcoming.  
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by appealing to our desires, needs and social relationships, or by making us act on a mere 

gut-feeling’. Dierdra Reber (2012: 63) argues that affective capitalism marks ‘the radical 

apogee of an epistemic shift from reason to affect’, which has only become visible in late 

capitalism. It is a ‘headless capitalism’ reflecting the shifts in arrangements of production, 

circulation and consumption, illuminating and complicating the role of desire, passions, the 

body and subjectivity as forces of both reproduction and antagonism. The emerging 

analysis of affective capitalism clearly overlaps with those of affective, immaterial, 

emotional and intimate labour. The contribution I make to this growing literature is to 

develop an under-theorised connection between affect theory, managerial practice in post-

Fordism, and the question of technical composition of class. 

 

i) Affective turn, fields of affect 

The affective turn is marked by a growing attention to the analysis of affect and emotion 

across various academic disciplines since the 1990s. Marguerite La Caze and Henry Martyn 

Loyd (2011: 2) point out that reference to an ‘affective turn’ is restricted primarily to 

cultural studies and critical theory. Others, such as Athena Athanasiou et al. (2008) point 

towards a broader epistemic shift, principally within social sciences, but also within 

psychology, and neuroscience (see also Greg and Seigworth 2010; Clough and Halley 

2007). Constantina Papoulias and Felicity Callard (2010) provide a thorough analysis of the 

various ways in which affect theory intersects with biology and theorises the body. In 

particular, Papoulias and Callard map the divergent ways in which affect theorists present 

an anti-foundational theory of the body and biology. Clare Hemmings (2005) offers a 

critique of the ontological turn associated with the general turn to affect. In any case, the 
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affective turn has opened a new field of research within the complex and varied genealogy 

in the studies of emotion and affect, which has had multiple, often contradictory effects 

within various fields of research.
39

 It is not my intention to explore in detail the nuances of 

this turn, but rather to trace prominent vectors of analysis in affect theory in recent decades, 

particularly as they pertain to the problem of work.
40

 

 

As Greg and Siegworth (2010a) note, 1995 marked an important year for affect theory. 

1995 saw the publication of Massumi’s Autonomy of Affect and Sedgwick and Frank’s 

Shame in the Cybernetic Fold, both of which are key reference points within the affective 

turn. For the purposes of my argument here, these two essays are also important insofar as 

each belong to a somewhat separate lineage in the development of affect studies. 

Massumi’s (1995; 2002) work resides within the Spinozist and Deleuzian lineage of 

theories of affect. Sedgwick and Frank (1995) fit within the lineage of psychology, drawing 

in particular from the work of Silvan S. Tomkins and Melanie Klein (Sedgwick, 2007). 

These two prominent lineages of affect theory are of particular interest when analysing the 

imbrication of affect and work. Indeed, below I will suggest that when it comes to the 

                                                        
39

 Affect theory draws from an array of conceptual lineages, which run through the work of Benedict De 

Spinoza (1996), Gilles Deleuze (1988; 2005), Brian Massumi (2002), and Antonio Negri (2013); via William 

James (Redding, 1999), Melanie Klein (Sedgwick, 2007), Silvan Tomkins (1962), Antonio Damasio (1994; 

1999; 2003) and Adam Frank and Eve Sedgwick (1995), amongst others. In various ways, all of these authors 

have influenced or given some kind of expression to the affective turn. In a more nuanced presentation of the 

lines of development of affect theory Gregg and Seigworth (2010a: 6-9) trace eight lines of development of 

affect theory. However, given that my area of study is not the complexity of the affective turn, I simply note 

the nuance and move onto the relationship between affect theory and the problem of work. 
40

 For thorough reviews and critiques of the affective turn, the various paths it has followed and forged, and 

the influence it has had, see Ruth Leys (2011), Greg and Seigworth (2010a), Papoulias and Callard (2010). 

Leys (2011) is of particular interest, in that she argues that the affect/emotion distinction that is key, for 

example, in the work of Massumi (2002), is weak. Indeed she argues that there is a strong compatibility 

between Tomkins’ ‘emotional architecture’ and the ‘intensity-relation’ Spinozist-Deleuzian view. 

Nonetheless, I maintain the distinction between a broad affective sciences theoretical vector and a Spinozist-

Deleuzian vector, taking my cue from Gregg and Seigworth (2010), in particular because of the fact that 

affect theory is mobilized in workplace studies, the distinction helps to clarify how managerial practice 

understands itself and its operations upon labour. 
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actualisation of affect studies in the post-Fordist labour process, the particular insights of 

each of these lineages are increasingly mobilised as techniques to manage labour. As Luc 

Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2005 [1999]: 104) suggest:  

 

forms of capitalist production accede to representation in each epoch, by 

mobilising concepts and tools that were initially developed largely 

autonomously in the theoretical sphere or in the domain of basic scientific 

research. This is the case with neurology and computer science today.  

 

Such is also true for affect theory and the affective sciences, evident in a movement in from 

the academy, the laboratory and the clinic to the workplace, in all the diffusion that this 

latter term implies these days. 

 

Although there exists an ample literature on the affective turn, affective capitalism and 

affective labour, less attention has been paid to the processes by which key aspects of the 

affective sciences have been read into the objectives of the management and control of 

labour. More specifically, few have engaged with the question of what the imbrication of 

affect and management theory implies for the post-workerist conceptualisation of affective 

labour, immaterial production, or post-Fordism generally. Here I attempt to show how the 

deep implication of affect studies in the management of labour poses a very real challenge 

to the supposed autonomy of affective labour as a political force. In order to address this 

limitation, this section will develop a simplified cartography of theories of affect.  
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My cartography notes a general demarcation between two prominent fields of affect theory: 

the Spinozist and Deleuzian field, on the one hand, and a second field constituted by the 

affective sciences. While Gregg and Seigworth (2010) identify seven specific lineages of 

affect theory, the demarcation I point to corresponds to their analysis of ‘two dominant 

vectors of affect studies in the humanities’: the psychobiological, deriving largely from the 

work of Silvan S. Tomkins, and the Spinozist and Deleuzian lineage focusing on bodily 

capacities. What I am calling a political reading of affect theory, in connection with labour, 

work and capital, corresponds to the two dominant vectors identified by Gregg and 

Seigworth. That is, I analyse how these vectors become implicated in the problem of work, 

management and technology. While postworkerists emphasise the Spinozist-Deleuzian 

theory of affect, the fact that they locate the operation of affect in the concrete forms of 

post-Fordist labour implies that it is also necessary to look to the mobilisation of alternative 

theories of affect in the labour-process. An investigation into the deployment of affect 

theory at work will provide a nuanced view of the affective composition of labour. 

 

Spinoza’s theory of affect develops a radical critique of essentialist forms, emphasising 

relations and intensities within and between bodies. In the preface to Part III of the Ethics, 

Spinoza comments that philosophers who had spoken and written of the affects before him 

had produced a separation between the individual and nature. This division, for Spinoza, is 

a false one. Spinoza (1994: 152) rebukes them for seeming  
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to conceive man in Nature as a dominion within a dominion. For they believe 

that man disturbs, rather than follows, the order of Nature, that he has absolute 

power over his actions, and that he is determined only by himself.  

 

For Spinoza, one is not determined solely by one’s self, but is necessarily composed and 

decomposed in relation to bodies outside of one’s own. A given body, whether it is an 

individual body or a set of ideas and practices, for example, always exists in relation to 

other bodies. It is ultimately the positive or negative, compositional or de-compositional, 

relations between bodies that form the key dimension of Spinoza’s analysis. Further, the 

nature of a body’s affects is expressed in terms of their manifestation in compositional or 

de-compositional relations, distinguished by movement and rest, slowness and speed.  

 

Both Gilles Deleuze (1978; 1988; 2005) and Brian Massumi (2002) theorise a Spinozist 

variation of affect.
41

 Deleuze (1978) puts it like this in his lectures on Spinoza: ‘affectus 

was determined as the continuous variation of the power of acting…an affection is the 

following: it's a state of a body insofar as it is subject to the action of another body.’ 

Elsewhere, Deleuze (1988: 50) explains Spinoza’s conception of affect in terms of sadness 

and joy, the former representing the passage to a diminished capacity to act, the later the 

passage to a greater capacity to act. Massumi, also drawing from Spinoza, defines affect 

primarily as a pre-individual intensity, where the pre-individual character of affect focuses 

attention upon the ‘virtual’. Massumi argues that ‘the body is as immediately virtual as it is 

actual…the virtual…is a realm of potential’ (1995: 91). Framed in this way, there is an 
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 Note on the debates concerning Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza and affect: Macherey, Montag &c. 

‘Controvery’ over passions and joy/action 
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obvious bodily component to the affects, famously noted in Spinoza’s challenge that we do 

not know what a body can do. However, the relationship between the virtual and the actual 

means that affect cannot be reduced to an innate biological feature.  

 

The affective sciences cover an array of perspectives that move from cognitive psychology 

through to biopsychology, neuroscience, and theories of emotion in the workplace. The 

definitive commonality across this field of theory is the notion that affects are innate to or 

inscribed within a body. Affects and emotions are mobilised and expressed in individual 

responses or actions caused through emotional cues and feelings. In other words, an event 

or stimuli of a given nature triggers an affective response from the individual. A clear 

difference with respect to the Spinozist-Deleuzian theory of affects is apparent here. This 

difference is most simply evident in that the Spinozist-Deleuzian perspective insists that 

while affects are of the body, they are not reducible to it – affects express and compose 

more than just a biological feature of the body. By contrast, within the broad perspective of 

the affective sciences affect and emotion are very much of the body.  

 

Tomkins, for example, analyses and describes affect in terms of scripts, emotional 

architectures, motivation and motivational systems. Tomkins and theorists such as Paul 

Ekman and Donald Nathanson who draw from his work identify a specific number, often 

nine, affects of the body (Leys, 2011: 437). These nine affects form part of a ‘genetically 

hardwired’ affective script, or emotional architecture that is triggered by objects in the 

world, but which has no knowledge of the objects in the world that trigger it; affects are 
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‘non-intentional, bodily reactions’ (Leys, 2011: 437). The affective structure of a body is 

qualitatively different to the cognitive structure and the process of rational thinking. The 

affects and emotions are triggered through relations, but the site of analysis is the individual 

body. One of the implications of this perspective is that affect is in principle open to 

quantification.  

 

There is of course nothing inherently problematic about the affective sciences and the 

social turn of cognition studies, with its focus on measure and biology. Indeed, as Sedgwick 

and Frank (1995: 7) argue, the turn to affect within areas of psychology associated with the 

work of Tomkins was important in queering and destabilising the various ‘teleological 

presumptions…historically embedded in the disciplines of psychology’. Charles Wolfe 

(2010) has also re-opened an interesting thread in analyses of the brain directly via Spinoza, 

which revived an analysis of the affective brain that is not reducible to practices of 

cognitive psychology. However, as I noted earlier in this chapter via Boltanski and 

Chiapello, what is of interest here is the degree to which concepts, theories and techniques 

developed in a given disciplinary area become bound up with forms of ‘capitalist 

production’. That is, the question I am addressing is not that of the impact of affect within a 

respective disciplinary area, for example cognitive psychology, but rather the particular 

issue of the extraction of technique and theory for managerial purpose. 

 

Measure, affect and new managerial practice  

 
Prominent disciplines that focus on or inform managerial discourse and practice include 

Industrial and Organisational Psychology (IO psychology), Organisational Behaviour (OB), 
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and Human Resource Management (HRM). As Gary Latham (2012: 1) shows, the 

problematics of job performance, motivation and satisfaction are cornerstones of the above 

disciplines, which calculate job performance as ‘ability x motivation’. There is a long and 

varied history of studies that focus on emotion and motivation within the workplace 

(Latham, 2012; Payne and Cooper, 2001), and while this specific history is peripheral to the 

affective turn as such, the affective turn has influenced contemporary forms of managerial 

discourse and practice in two ways. On the one hand, in recent decades organisational 

theorists have engaged more deeply with questions of affect in connection with job 

performance and motivation, indicating a move away from cognition and reflexivity 

towards affectivity (Seo et al., 2009: 951; Bjerg and Staunaes, 2011: 139). On the other 

hand, some of these same theorists are now drawing directly on theories of emotional and 

affective labour (Newman et al., 2007; Ashkanasy and Daus: 2002). That is, at both an 

academic and shop floor practical level, theories of affect, emotional and affective labour 

have exerted a growing influence on those working within a managerial perspective.  

 

In the following comments, I analyse particular moments where managerial theory and 

practice engage with affect, moments that demonstrate not only a turn to affect within these 

discourses, but how this connects with understandings of labour. The particular examples I 

focus on include Affective Events Theory (AET) as an explicit example of the attempt to 

theorise affect in the context of work; the reworking of theories of motivation through an 

affective lens; the analysis of core affect as a measurable unit of performance; and 
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emotional capital and labour.
42

 Through a critical analysis of these categories and examples, 

I show that the integration of affect theory into managerial practice should be considered a 

factor in the formation of contemporary class composition: an emergent apparatus drawing 

upon affect theory and the affective sciences for the measurement, modulation and 

containment of labour. While this apparatus repackages and deploys practices that could be 

described within the terms of Taylorism applied in a new context (see for example McNally, 

2010), such an approach cannot make sense of the qualitative shifts that are in the process 

of taking place. It is instead necessary to identify and analyse the particular ways in which 

the affective sciences are being integrated into methods for managing post-Fordist labour. 

In this and the following chapter, I argue that the new dimensions of measure are best 

understood in terms of the modulation and refraction of affect. 

 

In drawing attention to these examples, I am taking a cue from critical management 

theorists Helle Bjerg and Dorthe Staunaes (2011), who draw together Tomkins’, Deleuze’s 

and Massumi’s theories of affect to develop an analysis of Appreciative Leadership and 

Management. Bjerg and Staunaes (2011: 139) note that managerial techniques and 

technologies are increasingly ‘designed to energise the register of affectivity’. These 

technologies, they continue, concentrate ‘on the production and formation of intensity 

rather than identity’ in such a way that ‘the subject is managed…through offers of being 

moved by a special affectivity or intensity’. They argue that, through the turn to affect, 
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 At the academic level an emergent technical apparatus of affect is informed by such theoretical 

interventions as AET, emotional mining and emotional capital, and the integration of organizational 

psychology research into workplace practice management (Weiss; Weiss and Cropanzano; Latham; etc). The 

research carried out in these areas can be traced into ‘on the job’ practices such as World Class Customer 

Service (WCCS), Total Quality Management (TQM) and Appreciative Leadership and Management (ALM). 
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‘management of self-management works through complex interactions between reflexivity 

and affectivity, within an ambiguous affective economy of both negative and positive 

affects’. They conclude that ‘affects and affectivity are not simply by-products or 

something to be overcome, but the core matter to be managed by and through’ (Bjerg and 

Staunaes, 2011: 139). Bjerg and Saunaes point to a shift in understandings of what is to be 

managed and how. As Bjerg and Staunaes astutely note, ‘management, in the sense of 

making employees do your exact bidding, is impossible. Only the relation, not the subject, 

can be governed’. Affective management is thus ‘a strategic action on the intensity of 

relations and, thereby, a strategic action on the capacity to affect or be affected’ (2011: 144). 

Building upon the comments of Bjerg and Staunaes, I will now attempt to link this analysis 

of affective management with the question of class composition. 

 

Howard Weiss and Russell Cropanzano’s (1996) development of Affective Events Theory 

(AET) offers a specific framework for analysing the affective states of employees. Their 

contribution to IO psychology is to isolate affect as a variable within workplace settings 

that impacts job performance and satisfaction (1996: 2). This represents a novel 

contribution in that, unlike previous theories which conflated motivation, performance, 

satisfaction and emotion, it separates these with a focus upon affect. Specifically, AET 

seeks to inform the analysis of what the causal factors of the affective states of employees 

are, and to understand the relationship of these states to job performance and satisfaction. 

AET thus introduces a framework for identifying affect as a variable in workplace settings 

and correlating changes in this variable with job performance. 
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Weiss and Cropanzano point out that previous cognitive models of analysis within IO 

psychology automatically equated satisfaction with affect and job performance (1996: 1-10). 

That is, as a general formula, job satisfaction was equated with positive affect and higher 

rate of job performance. However, For Weiss and Cropanzano (1996: 65; see also Weiss, 

2002), ‘affect is not job satisfaction’; indeed they insist that affect, job performance and job 

satisfaction are all independent. Weiss and Cropanzano argue that the perception or 

judgement an individual makes concerning job satisfaction is ultimately based upon a 

cognitive and rational evaluation. More specifically, Weiss and Cropanzano demonstrate 

that there is little evidence of a causal or correlative relationship between satisfaction and 

performance. The significance of this is to shift attention to affect. In particular, they argue 

that while satisfaction is a cognitive evaluation, job performance is affective. As a result, 

affect becomes the prism through which job performance is evaluated and measured. 

 

Locating affect as the pivotal factor in workplace management introduces several degrees 

of nuance into the analysis of job performance. For example, much like those working in 

the area of the psychology of affect and emotion, such as Tomkins or Ekman discussed 

above, Weiss and Cropanzano list affects as a spectrum or script within the body. Thus they 

identify positive and negative affects that move between sadness, happiness, anger, fear, 

and joy (1996: 22). Rather than delving into the controversy within psychology over 

whether cognitive appraisals of affect result from a separate structure or are hardwired into 

affective scripts (see for example Ekman’s (1992) argument which distinguishes from 

Freudian psychology), Weiss and Cropanzano simply insist that for any given affect to be 

appraised, it must be the result of an event within an individual’s context or environment. 
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Weiss and Cropanzano are not concerned with whether appraisal occurs through a separate 

cognitive structure within the brain that interprets affects, or whether the process of 

appraisal occurs with the affect itself. In other words, the focus of AET is upon the causal 

relations involved with affective states, and the relationship between affective states, 

activity and perception. The relationship Weiss and Cropanzano focus on is that between 

event and affective response. In this way, the relationship between events and affects is 

delimited as the terrain of management. Finally, Weiss and Cropanzano introduce the 

analysis of duration into the scrutiny of the relationship between affect and job performance. 

Rather than limiting the analysis of the relationship between work performance, emotion 

and affect to single events or points in time, AET argues that there is a cumulative or 

inverse dimension to affective experience over time. The question of duration, affect and 

performance is characteristic of AET. AET has not only contributed to opening up the 

analysis of affect within the workplace, it presents an experimental approach for the 

ongoing development of managerial techniques tuned to the question of affect. 

 

A significant conclusion that emerges from studies of AET, is that there exists no 

inexorable correlation between positive affect and performance. Theories of AET diverge 

from perspectives that identify and aim for simple positive affective states to improve job 

performance by arguing that various affective states can impact upon work performance in 

different ways. As a result, for AET, various affective states, such as anxiety, are not 

understood to be inevitably detrimental to work performance. A typical example to 

demonstrate this point is the timing of deadlines. However, the analysis carried out by 

Bjerg and Staunaes (2011: 144-151) discussed above also resonates with this aspect of AET. 
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In particular, Bjerg and Staunaes point to the role of shame as a focus of affective 

management within ALM. Bjerg and Staunaes argue that the emotional component of work, 

from a managerial perspective, is most often bound to motivation and satisfaction, that is to 

say a positive affective or emotional state. However, they note that in the work of Tomkins 

positive states of interest and desire are ‘closely connected to the cultivation of potential 

shame’ (2011: 145). The implication here is that the spectrum of affects can be mobilised in 

different settings in order to influence job performance. AET has thus opened up a complex 

rethinking of workplace affects, motivation and job performance. 

 

Writing for the Institute for the Study of Labour,
43

 Lorenz Goette and David Huffman 

(2005) outline a model of affective motivation that illustrates the complex way in which 

affect is mobilised in goal orientation in the workplace. Goette and Huffman (2005: 2), 

paralleling the discussion above, note a shift in focus from the cognitive to the affective in 

studies of motivation. Through a case study of bicycle couriers, Goette and Huffman 

outline a dual model approach to labour supply, or work effort and motivation, to isolate 

and emphasise the significance of the affective drives, mobilisations and motivations of the 

employee in relation to productivity. They state that ‘the standard economic model of 

labour supply assumes that a worker decides how hard to work and when, based on a purely 

cognitive calculation of costs and benefits’ (2005: 29). However, they insist that the 

affective dimension is an important but marginalised area.  
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 The Institute for the Study of Labour is a private and independent research group, involving economists and 

other political and social science researchers focusing on labour market research. It was formed in 1998 in 

Bonn, Germany.  
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Given the piece-wage arrangement of courier work, whereby the daily rate is determined by 

the amount of jobs a worker gets, Goette and Huffman (2005: 28) investigate the 

significance of the affective dimension of motivation. They suggest, based upon interviews 

with couriers, that there is a minimum amount that couriers say is necessary to make 

coming to work worth it, and an amount (generally higher than the necessary amount) 

beyond which the urgency to earn another dollar declines. The significance of this finding 

lies in their argument that there is an affective relation between the worker and the meeting 

of these goals. As a goal approaches, affective drive increases and therefore so too does 

labour supply. However, once a goal is reached, labour supply declines. That is, the 

affective dimension of labour-supply can be managed through measuring and timing goals. 

They go on to argue that ‘from the perspective of the employer, affect can be productive if 

it leads to greater motivation than is achievable by financial incentives alone’.  At another 

level, low indicators of affective engagement on the job constitute a problem for 

productivity: when a ‘worker’s goals are not ambitious enough, affect can be 

counterproductive. Thus our findings suggest that it is in the interest of employers to 

identify and perhaps influence the goals and affective engagement of workers’ (Goette and 

Huffman, 2005: 31). Affect is identified here as a significant factor in labour supply. An 

economy of positive and negative affects informs the analysis and management of 

motivation, task setting and labour. 

 

Uta Bindl and Sharon K Parker (2012) similarly present an analysis of ‘employee 

proactivity’ in relation to affect and workplace goals. Bindl and Parker (2012: 227) note 

that ‘employees more than ever are required to not only comply with broader goals that are 
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set by their organisation, but also to be self-starting in shaping their own careers and 

initiating improvements in work practices and procedures’. Their notion of proactivity 

refers to the way in which employees take up these tasks, and they identify to three 

pathways of employee proactive motivation: ‘can do’, ‘reason to’ and ‘energised to’ (2012: 

227-228). They identify the last of these three pathways as under-theorised and pertaining 

to the question of affect. That is individual affectivity of either negative or positive valence 

influences identification and innovation within the workplace. What is significant in the 

framework provided by Bindl and Parker, is that the key variable for negotiating this new 

condition of employment is the affective relationship between the worker, the organisation, 

and the future. Kibeom Lee and Natalie Allen (2002) present an interesting parallel analysis, 

which examines not only the question of identification with the organisation or workplace, 

but also the role of affect in ‘workplace deviance behaviour’ and its management.  

 

Within the containable and readily mapped body, the application of affective science to the 

workplace often relies upon the management of ‘core affect’. Core affect is said to be the 

‘unit of analysis for understanding ‘momentary, elementary feelings of pleasure or 

displeasure and activation or deactivation” (Seo et al., 2009: 952-953). Put more succinctly, 

core affect is that which needs to be managed when measuring and regulating workplace 

motivation. Core affect is connected with three primary areas of workplace motivation, 

each of which has varying impacts on performance and implications for measurement and 

management. These are a generative orientation (the mobilisation of ‘behaviours such as 

exploring, innovating and risk-taking’), effort (which is also called intensity) and 

persistence. What is of interest is that these three areas of analysis for core affect break 
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down into three axes through which management of and through affect can take place. 

Taken together, these elements constituting core affect provide an experimental terrain for 

management technique.  

 

In a case study of door to door sales persons at ‘The Enterprise Company’, Schweingruber 

and Berns (2005: 681), outline the ‘emotional mining’ that is implemented in the 

management and self-management of these workers. Emotional mining refers to the 

process of finding experiences, which form emotional capital, in the workers life or 

biography, but which had not yet been considered relevant to the labour process of sales 

work.  The objective of emotional mining is to tune the memory of those experiences to 

improve the individual worker’s emotional management and thus emotional labour. 

Schweingruber and Berns state that ‘we use the term emotional bridge to describe how this 

new emotional capital is used to connect the worker’s previous self to the new self that is 

being developed on the job’ (2005: 681). These comments parallel those of Foucault (2008: 

225), when he states that the Chicago school theory of human capital implies that ‘this 

machine’, that is a worker, ‘has a life-span’.
44

 I would also point out that this approach to 

                                                        
44

 Theories of human capital and new household economics, emerging originally from Chicago School 

economists, parallel the rise of affective forms of management and self-management. While not explicitly an 

affective technique, human capital theory nonetheless mobilises various technologies of the self, emphasising 

the need for diverse investments in the self. Michel Feher’s (2009) discussion of human capital as a historical 

subjective form demonstrates the expansion of a ‘subjective apparatus of human capital’ (2009: 30). The 

subjective apparatus traverses the theorisation of human capital as a form of utilitarian, satisfaction-

maximising understanding of the self, through to a financialisation of human capital (Cooper and Mitropoulos, 

2009), and (self-) management through self-esteem and appreciation. Michel Foucault (2008 [1979]: 224-227) 

notes in early theorisations of human capital that labour-power shifts to a form of capital-ability (224). 

Capital-ability complicates the relationship between consumption and production, whereby the individual in 

the act of consumption ‘produces his own satisfaction’ (226), and finally that this capital-ability or human 

capital is ‘made up of innate elements, and other acquired elements’, in which ‘the worker appears as an 

enterprise of himself’ (227). It would be possible to further pursue the question of how concepts of affect 

theory can be coupled with critiques of human capital, particularly in light of the comments provided here on 
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emotional mining complicates the future orientation that is often ascribed to post-Fordist 

economies. While Adkins (2005; 2012: 625-627) has argued that post-Fordist conceptions 

of the commodity labour-power involve a future orientation rather than retro-activation, 

Schweingruber and Berns indicate that another temporal orientation reaches into the 

biography of individual workers lives. This suggestion does not contradict the future 

orientation of post-Fordism as such, but it does add a layer of complexity to it. 

Schweingruber and Berns’ analysis of the mining of emotional capital illustrates a direct 

link between practices associated with human capital, and the deployment of affective 

sciences within managerial practice. 

 

A number of correlations can be made between the management of labour through core 

affect and the attempt to locate emotional intelligence within the workplace. In a similar 

fashion to the hypotheses posed concerning core affect, an individual’s emotional 

intelligence, and his or her position in the labour process, is said to have an effect on work 

performance. EI is thus understood to have direct, moderating or indirect effects in the 

workplace. Bechtoldt (2008: 127) provides examples of how such effects might actualise at 

work. Bechtoldt points to how direct effects are those in which workers in ‘service lines of 

business’ might use their own EI to better handle interactions with customers; moderating 

effects occur when workers might manage their own emotions to better handle stress at 

work; and indirect effects are those occurring when a supervisor is ‘able to manage their 

employees’ emotions’ and thus better maintain enthusiasm and team performance. EI 

intensifies the practice of affective management of labour, and itself becomes a target for 

                                                                                                                                                                         
emotional mining. In any case, the respective trajectories of human capital theory, affective techniques of 

management and the arrangements of post-Fordism are illustrative of the deeply contested character of affect 

in late capitalism. 
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management and index of potential productivity. For example, various attempts have been 

made to construct a demonstrable relationship between emotional intelligence, emotion 

recognition and productivity. A clear example of this can be found in the retail industry and 

in particular in the role of sales person. Byron et al. (2007) analyse the effectiveness of 

retail sales persons in recognising non-verbal emotion in customers and relate this to the 

success (productivity) of the worker. 

 

Iedema et al. (2005; 2006) have taken up the question of the management of affect and 

labour in terms that directly reference postworkerist theories of immaterial production and 

affective labour. In two separate articles, these authors consider the implications of 

immaterial labour to workplace management and change. They raise two relevant points for 

the discussion here: firstly the ‘affectualisation’ of work (2005), and secondly teleo-

affective volatility within contemporary workplaces (2006). Affectualisation refers to the 

capturing of ‘body feelings, emotions as well as socio-personal judgmentality’ in the 

rearrangements of post-Fordist labour, suggesting thus organisational change must be seen 

as more than just a knowledge shift. Teleo-affective volatility is similar, in that it refers to 

‘that dimension of socio-organisational life where people sense and dynamically negotiate 

their own and others’ goals, actions, expectations, needs and feelings’. The attention to 

volatility acknowledges that these factors ‘remain volatile in the face of management 

practice’. In each of these cases, there is a positioning of the negotiation of work and 

workplace management by workers.  
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There is a close proximity between the techniques of management discussed above and the 

attributes of immaterial and affective modes of labour. In the first section to this chapter I 

discussed the work of theorists who have identified what I am calling the historical limits of 

the theory of affective labour. The limits that these theorists have exposed so well, namely 

that the attributes of immaterial, and particularly affective, labour are historically gendered 

and racialised, and remain so today, at a glance appear removed from the discussion of 

affective management techniques. However, not only do researchers in and practitioners of 

affective management draw increasingly from theories of emotional and affective labour, 

but such techniques tend to be applied most specifically to forms of emotional and affective 

labour in lower end service and care work. Moreover, not only do these techniques focus 

most intensively on these sectors and echelons of the workforce, they also intersect with the 

racialised and gendered characteristics of affective labour. As such, there is an interlacing 

of the historical characteristics outlined in the first part of this chapter and the specific 

managerial techniques discussed above.  

 

Both Neal Ashkanasy and Catherine Daus (2002), and David Schweingruber and Nancy 

Berns (2005), draw directly from Hochschild’s seminal work on emotional labour, from a 

perspective that is overtly managerial, transforming her critique into a productive 

problematic. Ashkanasy and Daus have pointed out that the managerial techniques geared 

around questions of affect are most applicable and effective in scenarios where a high 

degree of emotional labour is at stake.  
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In a somewhat more complex relationship, the analyses of emotional capital and emotional 

mining that are discussed by Schweingruber and Berns (2005: 690) draw from the 

racialised and gendered histories of sales workers. Given the racialised and gendered 

composition of low-end service work, the affective economies mobilized in affective 

management and emotional mining intersect with the ‘personalized narratives’ of service 

workers. As Schweingruber and Berns (2005: 690) put it, ‘it was not obvious to college 

students…that an inspirational relative or a dramatic experience like escaping your native 

country in disguise can become a reason to sell books door to door.’ Further, they argue 

that ‘enterprise managers help dealers turn these sorts of experiences into ‘emotional 

purposes’ (also called ‘emotional incentives’)’. While it appears somewhat absurd to 

entertain the notion that managers would draw such threads between a personalized 

narrative and the job of sales work, it nonetheless indicates the terrain of emergent 

managerial practice - not only affect and emotion, but affect and emotion in their 

historically contested dimension. The experiences of migration and poverty constitute the 

raw material from which one is expected to improve one’s self, particularly in the context 

of service work. In other words, the historically contested and demarcated attributes of 

affect – that is the non-generic character of this labour – are what managerial techniques 

come to draw upon. One clue emerges here to the shift in managerial technique and 

measure, from standardised time, motion and output, to the complex temporalities found in 

the narratives and affective experiences of life that weave from one’s past through their 

present and into their future. I return to this latter point in the following two chapters.  
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Conclusion: intensive components of composition 

 
My discussion of the history of affective labour and the recent history of affective 

management techniques suggests a need to rethink the relationship between affect, value 

and the measure of labour. The context for the development of new and affective forms of 

management is in part defined by the conflict between the emergence of affective and 

communicative forms of labour, and the need to contain or mobilise such labour within the 

valorisation process. What is perhaps distinctive about the contemporary post-Fordist 

period is the degree to which ‘old’ and ‘new’ forms of service, communicative, emotional 

and informational labour are articulated through explicit transactional, and technological, 

arrangements. These arrangements comprise a series of intensive forms of measure, 

mobilised across the historically sedimented demarcations of service work. The managerial 

response to the diffuse workplace of post-Fordist forms of labour has been to shift from a 

standard time-motion form of measure to an approach that intersects directly with the 

affective relations of work and life. 

 

In workplace affect studies, the theoretical articulation of affect and emotion as innate 

biological traits effectively gives rise to the technical framework for the regulation and 

measurement of affect and emotion. The affective sciences tend to construct the body as an 

affective architecture or script that can be mapped and read in certain controlled ways. This 

conception of the body as a measurable terrain of various intensities informs the 

development of specific techniques aimed at the management and measurement of labour. 

While this understanding of affect is in some contradiction with the Spinozist and 

Deleuzian conception of affect that has been taken up by the postworkerists, it nonetheless 
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forces us to consider the contradictions of affect in the workplace. Far from suggesting the 

automatic autonomy of affect as ontological force of production, the deployment of the 

affective sciences in the context of work complicates the politics of affective labour. The 

materiality of affective labour involves the measurement, management and modulation of 

affects as labour. It does not translate immediately or automatically into a form of 

ontological resistance. 

 

It is therefore not controversial to argue that the relationship between labour and value, its 

organisation in time and space, has remained a key problematic for the management of 

living-labour, that subjective dimension of (re)production and accumulation that it cannot 

do without, and which it can yet never contain. The shift to the post-Fordist economy has 

added a further twist to this problem, insofar as the communicative, affective, emotional 

and cognitive dimensions of labour are now subject to transactional and exchange relations, 

and thus increasingly drawn into (re)production and circulation in one way or another. 

Moreover, these dimensions are not drawn into motion just as they are, but expressly for 

the purpose of the circulation and accumulation of value. This involves the construction of 

a ‘space’ through which the modulation, refraction and measure of affect and labour can 

take place. Such a space need not be read as necessarily physical (although certain 

architectures, may operate as such an intensified space), but rather as an organisational 

force that compels the body to act in specific ways: technologies that compel or extract 

affects from within specific labour processes. It is here that we can locate the most acute 

possibilities of conflict within capitalist social relations focused on the production of affect. 
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The following chapter will analyse this last notion through the example of affective and 

emotion recognition technologies. 



   

 

 

Chapter 5: Extensive measures: modulation and refraction, affective 

technologies at work 

 

Introduction 

 
Recent developments in the workplace have seen the intensification of methods to elicit 

and capture value within and across the affective encounter, notably through the 

introduction of technologies to measure the production of emotion by service workers. 

Building upon the themes explored in Chapter Four, the aim of the following analysis is 

to develop a critique of specific affective technologies as deployed in the workplace. 

Much as there has been little attempt to explore the use of affect theory in various 

techniques for labour management, a similar problem is evident with respect to the 

deployment of affective technologies in the workplace. In this chapter, I argue that an 

engagement with this issue is necessary if we are to understand the technical 

composition of class today. 

 

In this chapter, I argue that alongside the discussion of affective managerial technique 

discussed in the previous chapter we can identify a technological nexus that entwines 

affect and labour in contemporary forms of work. For example, one of the most 

compelling illustrations of such methods is the ‘smile-scan’ – a technology developed 

by Japanese company OMRON to read and measure the intensity of facial expression in 

the workplace. This chapter develops a critical analysis of the insertion of particular 

affective technologies into the technical composition of capital, by looking at the use of 

emotion recognition devices in the workplace, with a particular focus on the use of 
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OMRON’s OKAO Vision smile scan. 

 

In the post-Fordist condition, the role of affect has emerged as a central problem, since 

the capacity to produce relationships and feeling is pivotal to the work of service, 

communicational and relational industries. As I have shown, postworkerists have 

pointed to the importance of affective labour in contemporary forms of production and 

circulation but have otherwise paid very little attention to the new technological 

infrastructures that shape and modulate the production of affect in the workplace. As a 

consequence, their understanding of the affective conditions of post-Fordist labour 

remains incomplete: in particular, it neglects to explore the ways in which the 

technological composition of capital intersects with and informs the question of class 

composition. This chapter revisits and complicates the question of class composition in 

the context of immaterial/affective production by examining the technological nexus 

which organises and compels affective labour as a force in the production and 

circulation of value.  

 

My analysis of the technological composition of affective labour will explore the 

inclusion of affect within processes of Human Computer Interaction (HCI), on the one 

hand, and the modulation and ordering of the affects of the user, on the other. The ‘turn’ 

to affect in computing and HCI design has opened up a vast field of research with 

multiple potential applications (see for example the collection Tao and Tan, 2009). This 

chapter focuses on just one of these applications - namely emotion recognition 

technologies that seek to subordinate user affect to the imperatives of capitalist 
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valorisation (productivity, rapid circulation and accumulation). In so doing, I aim to 

identify how, within HCI, certain technological assemblages come to submit the body 

of the worker to a particular ordering of affect. The ordering of affect occurs both in the 

process and as the effect of the use of particular affective HCI technologies in the 

workplace. In other words, the ordering of affect aims to produce an affective state in 

the worker, which in turn is meant to shape the affects produced by the worker. In 

pursuing this line of inquiry, we will be better placed to understand contemporary 

elements of the technical composition of affective labour. The use of OKAO Vision as a 

technology of work perfectly captures the tensions inherent in the relationship between 

user and computer, affect, emotion and technology. The smile-scan is a technology for 

the ordering of affect par excellence.  

 

Eva Hudlicka (2003: 3-6) provides a useful overview of the potential applications of 

HCI technologies. Within a larger taxonomy of applications, she identifies one phylum 

of technologies that aim to sense, recognise and modulate user affect. In Hudlicka’s 

words, such technologies might be deployed, amongst other possible uses, for 

‘maintaining a particular user state for a particular task’ and for inducing a particular 

affective state in the user (5; emphasis in original). Both of these applications are 

characteristic of the use of smile scans in service work, in particular, and the monitoring 

of affective labour, more generally. Moreover, both of these applications point to the 

sometimes very fine line and indeed the tension that exists between affect and emotion. 

This tension is developed below, but briefly now, affect here is understood as a 

relationship of varying degrees of intensity between bodies, and the impact of this 
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relationship upon the bodies involved. By contrast, emotion is taken to mean the 

emotional quality or disposition of an individual at a given point in time. Emotion 

relates purely to the individual. The discussion developed in this chapter looks to the 

position of affect within HCI as a force which orders the affects of the user as a 

technology of work. 

 

Paying attention to the uses of HCI in the contemporary labour process, this chapter will 

argue that technologies such as the smile scan form a point of refraction that articulates 

affect in much the same way as a prism impacts upon light waves, shifting their flow, 

direction and speed. Although refraction does not change the substance of affect, it does 

alter the rhythm of movement and the perception of the flow. In this respect, we can 

engage the problem of affective labour and technology in the Spinozist terms of 

movement and rest, speed and slowness. Tension emerges as affect qua activity and 

labour moves through different spaces, constituted by different logics and codes: 

value’s organisation of labour determines a degree of movement or rest of a body and 

affect particular to the imperatives of valorisation. Here the deployment of a 

technological infrastructure to induce and maintain an affective state in a worker, 

mobilised within the logic of valorisation, forms the prism that compels and bends the 

affective encounter. 

 

Posing compositionist problems 

 
The complexities that emerge when we consider the technological nexus that is 

developing specifically within the factories of affect, whether these are call centres, 
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hospitals, retail outlets or any other customer service floor, warrant a more nuanced 

consideration of contemporary forms of technical composition than is offered by 

contemporary post-workerism. Following the insights of early compositionist critiques 

of class and work, the point of departure for such a task involves a specific focus on the 

technical, including the technological, organisation of labour. It is with this in mind that 

I will approach the question of affective labour composition within HCI. While theorists 

of affective labour have identified the need to consider the problem of immaterial 

production, they do not seem to recognise that the contemporary organisation of capital 

has also taken up and incorporated the problem of affect and labour. The critique of 

affective HCI developed in this chapter thus aims to situate emotion recognition 

technologies such as OKAO Vision as an element within the structural organisation of 

labour-power. In doing so, it will be possible to look firstly at the specific consequences 

of these types of technologies at work, and secondly, to develop some general points to 

be applied to the broader analysis of affective labour and immaterial production. I will 

return to the discussion of composition and HCI towards the end of the chapter, with an 

emphasis on the elements of technical composition. 

 

Affect and emotion 

 
On a superficial level it appears that the various theorisations of affect have in common 

an understanding of affect as a bodily and relational force. Yet in certain disciplines and 

registers affect and emotion can be used interchangeably. It is therefore useful to be 

clear about the difference between these categories, particularly as we are attempting to 

come to terms with the process of modulating and ordering affect through HCI at work. 
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The definitions used throughout this chapter will follow those of Gilles Deleuze and 

Brian Massumi (Deleuze, 1988; Massumi 2002). To reiterate the distinctions outlined in 

Chapter Four, Deleuze defines affect is an intensity of feeling that runs across, between 

and through bodies, but which cannot be captured within an individual body. The sense 

of relation is thus never closed, and affects cannot belong to a subject but must exist as 

a flow of intensity between bodies expressed as passion or action. As Massumi suggests, 

emotion will necessarily emerge from an affect, but it is effectively objectified and 

possessed by an individual. For Massumi (2002: 27), ‘emotion and affect are of 

different orders’ Emotion becomes the individual’s, the subject’s expression of feeling. 

In this respect, perhaps, emotion represents the reduction of affect as open flow to 

something that is quantifiable, fixed and exchangeable. It remains to be seen, however, 

whether affective HCI technologies necessarily carry out such a reduction, or whether 

they rather generate a unique process of order.  

 

In Post-cinematic affect (2010), Steven Shaviro makes the argument that affects bear 

the same relationship to emotion as does labour to labour-power. The first in each of 

these respective relationships, affect and labour, can be described as the open intensity, 

and the non-containable force: labour is the form-giving fire of human creativity; affect 

is the open intensity of relation that cannot be individualised and objectified (Marx, 

1993 [1939]: 361; Spinoza, 1996). In contrast, the categories of emotion and labour-

power are the objectified form of the creative intensities from which they emerge, and 

which they represent. Emotion is a contained, personalised moment of affect, while 

labour-power constitutes the captured, commodified expression of labour (Massumi, 
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2002; Marx, 1951: 74-97). Building upon this distinction, we come to the following 

problems: if the exchange of labour-power represents a necessary objectification of 

labour within the social relation of capital, it might seem difficult to talk of affective 

labour within the valorisation process, based on the terms of distinction outlined so far. 

In another register, it would also be necessary to clarify the role of HCI technologies, in 

this case OKAO Vision and other emotion recognition technologies, in the 

determination of affective and emotional relations. While I explore this tension 

throughout the chapter, it is useful to briefly outline my approach here. This chapter will 

primarily focus on the relationship between labour and the technological infrastructure 

through which it is articulated, while the question of emotion and affect is secondary. 

Here I have some commonality with Ruth Leys, who argues that the distinction between 

affect and emotion is largely untenable. However, in order to maintain a degree of 

political nuance, while posing my critique within the same terms as those adopted by 

postworkerism, I argue that it is possible and useful to retain the Spinozist 

understanding of affect.  

 

Affective machines? 

 
Postworkerism presents an analysis of contemporary class composition that tends 

toward the conflation of the technical and the political. I emphasised in Chapters Two 

and Three that this conflation is evident in the postworkerist analysis of language, affect 

and labour, specifically, in the inversion of the categories of capital and the insistence 

that the general intellect is now located in the faculties of living labour. However, 

particularly in recent years, both Bifo and Lazzarato have outlined critical perspectives 
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on the general intellect that problematize the technological question. For both theorists 

this has occurred largely via the work of Felix Guattari (1995) and Deleuze and Guattari 

(2009; 2004). Before moving on to my own critique of postworkerism’s neglect of the 

technological composition of affect, it is worth looking at the perspectives of Lazzarato 

and Bifo. 

 

While certain tendencies within postworkerism have assumed a specifically 

accelerationist inflection (Pasquinelli, 2014; Negri, 2014), Bifo’s thought in recent 

years has emphasised slowness, exhaustion and depression (2012; 2013; 2014, see also 

Eden, 2012). One of the central sources of ambiguity, and indeed pessimism, that 

emerges in Bifo’s thought is his sense of the increasingly high-strung tension between 

the general intellect and the ‘body’ of labour. Although Bifo shares the analysis of the 

transformations of labour and value developed by theorists such as Negri, not only is 

Bifo’s political interpretation of these transformations far more pessimistic, so too is his 

understanding of the relationship between labour and the general intellect. In short, for 

Bifo, the general intellect has escaped the control of labour. The general intellect 

valorises information and affect, but in a way that immobilises the political capacities of 

labour. The regime of ‘semiocapital’, the term Bifo uses to denote the contemporary 

condition, mobilises the intellectual, affective, attentive and linguistic capacities of 

labour, but it does so through the imposition of a radical separation. Bifo’s analysis of 

the technical components of cognitive and affective labour draws attention to the limits 

of postworkerism concerning the question of technological composition. 
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Matteo Pasquinelli (2014) presents a narrative of the compositional development from 

operaismo through to postworkerism. Pasquinelli draws particular attention to the 

question of machines and technology in this narrative, in the respective work of Tronti, 

Alquati and Deleuze and Guattari. Elsewhere, Pasquinelli (2014a) has attempted to 

theorise the Turing machine as the exemplar of an algorithmic machine of cognitive 

capitalism. Pasquinelli presents a challenging rethinking of the machine and labour, 

however an explicit engagement with affect is absent from his account.   

 

Lazzarato notes that for Marx machinery is the ‘most adequate form of fixed capital’ 

(Marx 1993 [1939]: 694 in Lazzarato, 2014). However, Lazzarato has now moved 

beyond his previous analyses of immaterial production and the general intellect. 

Lazzarato now argues that contemporary arrangements between labour and capital are 

characterised by ‘machinisms’ or assemblages that ‘have invaded our daily lives’. More 

specifically, and closer to the argument I develop throughout this chapter, Lazzarato 

insists that these machinisms now ‘assist’ our ways of speaking, hearing, seeing, writing, 

and feeling by constituting what one might call ‘constant social capital’ (2014: 13). This 

is a somewhat different perspective on the machine than that presented in Marx, but it is 

useful for clarifying some aspects of my argument in this chapter. Lazzarato argues that 

today ‘machines…suggest, enable, prompt, encourage, and prohibit certain actions, 

thoughts, and affects or promote others’ (2014: 30, emphasis in original). For Lazzarato, 

today workers ‘constitute mere inputs and outputs, a point of conjunction or disjunction 

in the economic, social, or communicational processes’ (2014: 26). This is a 

fundamentally different position to Marx’s image of the scattered intellectual organ and 
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automaton, or indeed any notion of the individual: ‘intelligence, affects, sensations, 

cognition, memory and physical force are now components whose synthesis no longer 

lies in the person but in the assemblage or process’ (27). As I will show below, there is 

a certain convergence between the perspective Lazzarato develops here and my analysis 

of the interaction between HCI, affective technology and labour.  

 

HCI and the circuits of order and amplification 

 
Recent trajectories in HCI, drawing from work in affective computing, have sought to 

emphasise the affective state and expression of users in the design of interactive 

technologies and to develop the capacities of machines for affective display (see Zeng et 

al., 2007; Gunes et al., 2004; and Truong, 2010). Rosalind Picard’s (2000) work on 

affective computing opened up a field of enquiry which has subsequently been taken 

much further by researchers and designers in the field. The variety of innovations 

emerging from affective computing and HCI is vast and include eye-tracking 

instruments, devices which interpret the emotional significance of physiological data 

such as temperature and heart rate, as well as emotion and gesture recognition 

technologies, to name just a few (see Gunes et al., 2004; Lao and Kawade, 2004; Zhao 

et al., 2003; Jaimes and Sebe, 2007). The sheer diversity of these applications indicates 

the scale of the general ‘turn’ to affect in computing and interactive technologies. 

 

While the turn to affect in computing finds a clear expression from the mid-late 1990s 

and early 2000s, there are important precursors in the history of computing and 

interactive technologies. For example, Elizabeth Wilson (2010) draws attention to the 
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importance of affect in Alan Turing’s thinking on artificial intelligence. Wilson 

uncovers an often-neglected history of computing that situates affect as an early, pivotal 

question. Wilson (2010: 58-82) identifies an encounter of Turing’s early investigations 

into AI, and the affect theory of Tomkins and other psychologists of emotion. Based on 

this reading, a minor, though nonetheless direct dialogue between affect theory and 

computing is evident since the 1950s. Considerations of affect are also present within 

early interaction design aesthetics, preceding the specific emergence of affective 

computing. It remains the case, however, that despite this minor tradition, until very 

recently cognition and calculation have by and large constituted the index against which 

intelligence is measured. 

 

HCI, understood as a broad field of research and development, focuses on the 

improvement of the relationship between users and computers. However, the 

engagement with affect in recent decades has contributed much to expanding this field. 

Prior to the affective turn, most research in HCI was concerned with the logical and 

calculative powers of the computer, while studies in human-machine interaction 

focused upon the adaptability of the user to the computer. Here, it was assumed that it is 

easier to get a person to adapt to the rigidity of a machine/computer than to get the 

computer to learn and adapt to the user (Raskin; 2000). More recently, as Noam 

Tractinsky et al. (2000) have demonstrated, researchers have uncovered empirical 

correlations between designs that address the affective dimension of an interface and its 

perceived usability by humans, constituting evidence that challenges the previous 

wisdom of function over form. These increasingly sophisticated engagements with 
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affect are productively complicating the frameworks through which computer and 

interface design and development is thought. Not surprisingly, in the relatively short 

period of time in which affective computing and technologies have emerged as a field 

worthy of serious consideration (Hudlicka, 2003; Sengers et al., 2002; Boehner et al., 

2005; Partala and Surakka, 2004), numerous divergences have emerged. These 

divergences reflect the difficulties inherent in the very definition of the concept of affect 

and cognate understandings of interaction.  

 

Some of the initial engagements with affective computing approached the problem of 

the direct relationship between an individual user and his or her computer. Picard (2000: 

1) defined affective computing as a form of computing that either relates to, influences 

or arises from emotions. This implies that the computer should be able to recognise and 

respond to emotion in the user, and in other cases, that the computer itself possesses 

emotion of its own. In a chapter linking affective computing and HCI, Picard (1999) 

identified four areas of development: reducing user frustration, communication of user 

emotion, developing the means to handle affective information, and finally, 

development of social-emotional skills. In each case, the aim is to improve the fluidity 

of the relationship between an individual user and a computer through a direct attention 

to the dimension of emotion in computing.  

 

Picard’s conceptualization of a one-to-one affective relationship between user and 

computer reveals a number of practical and theoretical limitations. In the first instance 

the slippage in terms from affect to emotion opens the way for a conception of affect as 
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a quantifiable substance which can be measured, interpreted, learnt and directed. 

Following the argument of Boehner et al. (2005: 59), what we have here is an example 

of an informational model of emotion. In their words, ‘emotion, in the informational 

model, is a dual of cognition, but it is nonetheless the same sort of phenomenon – an 

internal, individual and delineable phenomenon, which acts in concert with and in the 

context of traditional cognitive behaviour’. Thus the potential for opening a deeper 

affective engagement within the confines of this informational model is limited by this 

reduction of affect to a quantifiable unit. This, in fact, has reproduced some of the very 

problems that advocates of affective computing had identified and critiqued in the 

cognitivist approaches to artificial intelligence. A further limitation can be identified in 

the personal nature of the relationship between user and computer. The construction of 

the concept of affect, emotion and relationship here effectively reduces these terms to 

fixed possessions held either by the user or the computer. The affective relation is here 

understood as an interchange of fixed units of emotion, determined through the reading 

of indicators on the body, or in the expression of the computer. Affect itself is defined 

as a fixed possession or inherent feature, of a person, precluding any understanding of 

its social, cultural or political dimensions (Sengers et al., 2002). 

 

To counter this notion of affect as information, Boehner et al. (2005) develop an 

interactional model as a way of constructing a more complex framework through which 

to approach the question of affect and emotion. Within the interactional model affect is 

not reduced to either a possession of the individual or a characteristic that can be fixed 

within a computer. Rather emotion and affect are placed in a social and cultural context, 
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and as such are seen as dynamic arising from action and interaction. Within the 

interactional model we can see affect as a form of intensity produced in the relationship 

between the user and computer.  

 

The theoretical limitations of affective HCI, evident in the preponderance of the 

informational model, has led others to push the potential of interactive design in the 

direction of constructing environments or spaces of becoming. Jonas Fritsch (2009) 

draws on Massumi’s theorisations of affect to deepen the prospects for affective 

engagement in HCI. As is well known, and pointed out above, Brian Massumi develops 

the Deleuzian and Spinozist theory of affect through a discussions of how a body, 

already constituted by various intensities and potentials, is in turn affected and thus 

moves to a higher or lower capacity to act (Massumi, 2002). Affect is a pre-personal 

potential and intensity, which is irreducible to the level of the personal or individual. 

Affect is inherent to and mobilised in experience and event, that is to say, affects move 

and reconstitute given bodies. To affect or be affected is thus to be within a process of 

becoming, with a greater or lesser capacity to act. Fritsch discusses these theories of 

affect in the context of a public interactive installation called Touched Echoe by artist 

Markus Kison. I draw attention to Fritsch’s discussion of the public installation simply 

because it provides an example of affective technology oriented to the amplification of 

affective interaction, or what Fristch calls affective engagement. The installation creates 

an open affective engagement through the orientation of the interaction and the 

transformation of the physical space in which it is installed (see Fritsch, 2009: 6-7). 

What is significant in Fritsch’s discussion is his focus on the installation’s production of 
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an amplifying and expansive affective encounter. Fritsch’s contribution to the field 

pushes the conception of affect within interaction design to another level, beyond 

models of emotion and information. 

 

Ariel Ducey’s (2010) Technologies of caring labour: from objects to affect provides an 

insightful discussion of the use of various affective technologies in the training of health 

care workers in the United States. Although Ducey does not look specifically at 

computerized technology, her analysis is of note as it captures the ambiguous 

relationship between affective technologies and work. Ducey highlights both the 

limitations of the use of technology in soft skills training, and the problems that its 

commercial logic creates. Yet she also points out the potentialities these technological 

objects may hold for opening and expanding the capacities of workers to affect and be 

affected whilst carrying out care work, a form of work that ‘produces society itself’. I 

return to the ambivalence that Ducey notes in my concluding comments to this chapter, 

but I draw attention to them here as they capture the tension between an ordering and 

amplification of affect, in particular in the context of work.  

 

Based on the above discussion of tendencies within the development of affective 

technologies, it is possible to make a qualitative, yet fluid, distinction within the field. 

On the one side lie those innovations that are designed to amplify affect, and on the 

other side lie technologies for the ordering of affect. The demarcation is fluid insofar as 

the distinction between amplification and ordering could shift depending on where and 

how a given technology is mobilised within the materiality of social relations. Yet it is 
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useful as it allows us to problematise the relationship between technology and affect, 

and further, to grapple with the tensions involved in this relationship. Technologies of 

amplification can be defined as those infrastructures that aim to create an expansive 

affective engagement and environment, as discussed above in the works of theorists 

such as Fritsch (2009) and Boehner et al. (2005). Here we encounter an affective 

resonance opening out to processes of becoming, akin to Spinoza’s concept of common 

notions. The interaction that occurs through the affective technologies are oriented to 

the amplification of affective experience. By contrast, ordering technologies function 

not through resonance and expansion but act as a directive force upon a body’s 

behaviour. We now turn our attention to examples of the latter technologies.  

 

OKAO Vision and assemblages for the ordering and modulation of affect  

 
In its 2009 annual report, the company OMRON provided a brief overview of one of its 

most recent, cutting edge and ‘exciting’ sensor technologies. The name of this sensor 

technology is OKAO Vision, commonly called the smile-scan, and is OMRON’s most 

advanced model of a facial recognition technology. The senior manager of OMRON’s 

sensing and control laboratory, Masato Kawade, has stated that ‘the technology has 

great potential for a whole host of applications from consumer electronics to healthcare. 

Imagine a camera that makes sure you don’t miss that moment when everyone is 

smiling at their best. Or what about a ‘smile-checker’ for people working in the service 

industry?’ (cited in Control Engineering, 2007). Evidently, the software itself is quite 

versatile, and as such there are a number of applications for which the facial imaging 

and sensor technology can be used. In applications designed for the private consumer, 
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possible uses range from hand-held photography cameras, video game applications, and 

the use of biometric logins in personal computers. In other instances, facial recognition 

technologies have been installed in public areas such as town squares or transport areas 

with high pedestrian traffic, for identification and surveillance, including the ability to 

identify individual faces within large crowds. However, of most importance for the 

present discussion is the use of the technology for commercial applications within the 

workplace. OMRON’s OKAO Vision has been installed for use in service and care 

industries, where it is used for training and on-the-job monitoring of workers’ facial 

expression. It is the latter deployment of OKAO Vision as a directive upon the worker’s 

body that I will analyse below. 

 

Facial recognition technologies function by reading, categorising and responding to a 

person’s face. The basic steps of the operation include fixing an image, reading it and 

providing a feedback loop with the user. The software first fixes an image then detects 

the face within the image. The feature points of the face, eyes and mouth, for example, 

are located within the image. Once the computer has recognised and interpreted the 

configuration of the feature points of the face, it is in a position to assess the overall 

image. The process provides the foundation for the facial recognition of the user. The 

information accumulated from the individual user’s face is compared against the OKAO 

Vision library or database, which in turn informs feedback to the user, including an 

estimation of gender and age, as well as facial traits including expression, gaze, and 

finally a facial image optimisation (Lao and Kawade, 2004).  
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The smile scan follows much the same series of operations, but adds layers of detail 

along the way. The scan itself locates a larger number of points on the face, such as the 

tips of the eyes and mouth and points on the cheeks. Reading the individual’s face and 

the position of their features, the software then constructs a model image, a three 

dimensional configuration of the face, and compares this against a library of facial 

images in its database. Given the measurement of the face and the location and shape of 

the key features, the software is then able to provide feedback rating and assigning a 

value to the individual’s smile, out of a potential score of one hundred percent. It does 

this through measuring the movement of the key features of the face as it smiles.  

 

At the time of writing, existing reports show that OKAO Vision technology has been in 

use in various service, retail and health workplaces for the purpose of training and 

monitoring employees while at work. In 2009, Keikyu Corporation installed OKAO 

Vision smile scans in fifteen of its transport stations (Kaima Negishi, 2013: 327). In 

each of these workplaces, the smile scan technology is in use for the purpose of training 

and regulating the bodily performance of workers at the station. Workers at the station 

undergo a smile scan at the beginning of a shift. The technology, as indicated above, 

measures and ranks the ‘potential smile’ of the individual as a percentage score. The 

point of this process is to develop in the worker the most perfect smile for the individual 

to perform while on shift. It is further reported that a print out of the smile scan is 

retained to remind the worker throughout the day. Each of these applications operates as 

a directive on the body of the worker to perform a repetitious but familiar appearance of 

intimate labour. 
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Kaima Negishi (2012; 2013) has analysed the implementation and use of OKAO visions 

as an exemplary model of post-Fordist service work in its insistence on the performance 

of the smile and affect, and as a framework to problematize surveillance. While the 

objective of Negishi’s inquiry into the use of OKAO Vision diverges from mine, his 

analysis can inform the question of the relationship between this technology and labour. 

As Negishi (2013: 327) points out, ‘despite the corporation’s statement that the smile-

exercise facilitated by the Smile Scan is only intended to improve the standard of 

customer service…a secondary function of the technology is for railway workers to 

actively work on themselves: to exhibit approved sentiments’. Negishi continues that 

OKAO Vision ‘prompts workers to distinguish a ‘natural’ face from an ‘unnatural’ face 

and to eliminate ‘unnaturalness’ in order to interact with passengers in more authentic 

and effective ways’, thus ‘regulating flows of events and affective intensities’ (2013: 

227). Negishi goes on to connect the use of OKAO Vision to the question of 

surveillance and social control, but he has hit upon key issues in terms of the regulation 

of work. I return to Negishi’s comments on modulation of affect below, but for now 

turn to the example of OKAO Vision and labour. 

 

There are in fact two interfaces at work in OKAO Vision. The first involves the 

relationship between the user (worker) and the computer (OKAO Vision). On first 

appearance this relationship functions within a closed circuit. The worker engages with 

the computer, which interprets, measures and feeds back information about the 

performance of the worker. However, given the fact that this circuit is designed to 
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modulate the performance of the worker in a second environment, which might be put 

as the shop floor, the closed circuit at a given point opens onto this second space. At 

this point, the body of the worker, having already been engaged, interpreted, and 

modulated/compelled by OKAO Vision, becomes itself a second interface expected to 

produce a desirable affective encounter with those other bodies it comes into contact 

with while at work. In the connection between the time of the worker’s first encounter 

with OKAO Vision, and the ongoing performance throughout the worker’s shift, we 

witness the broader assemblage that modulates the form of affective labour carried out 

on the job. This larger procedure, consisting of the first encounter between user-

computer and the opening of this circuit onto the second space of the shopfloor, situates 

OKAO Vision as a central component in the ordering and modulation of affect.  

 

It is useful here to locate OKAO Vision alongside another example of the use of 

affective technologies for the modulation and ordering of affect in the workplace. In a 

similar way to the smile-scan, the use of vocal emotion recognition technologies in call 

centres produces a relationship between user and computer that compels the 

performance of a specific kind of affective labour. Vocal emotion recognition 

technologies are used in the training of workers and at the point of interaction. For 

example, Diverted to Delhi (Stitt, 2002), demonstrates how HCI is used in Indian call 

centres. Interviews with workers illustrate how their training for interaction with 

international customers involves the performance of correct communication with clients 

- that is, the requirement to perform particular affectations of speech and 

communication. The training process aims to monitor the pronunciation of words, to 
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train accents to sound either neutral or ‘native’ to the country from which they are 

calling and/or receiving calls, and finally to control vocal pitch and tone. Vandana Nath 

(2011) has also analysed the aesthetic and emotional labour in call centres focused upon 

the work of performing accent and pronunciation. As is the case with OKAO Vision, 

the first circuit between the worker and the technology produces an affective 

performance, which the worker then repeatedly enacts in the encounter with other 

bodies when on shift. 

 

Kalindi Vora’s (2010; 2012) analysis of call center work illustrates the intersection 

between affective technology, labour, management and the stratifications of service 

workers. Vora illustrates how the affective labour of call center workers in India is 

integrated into a history of racial and gendered demarcations of labour. Vora (2012: 697) 

argues that ‘in transmitting vital energy to US residents, they [call center workers] enter 

into a history of US capitalist accumulation in relation to conquest, racial slavery and 

immigration’. There is an evident parallel here with my analysis of the previous chapter, 

where I argued that affective techniques and technologies, in their deployment, 

modulate not an ahistoric condition of labour, but a historically determined form. Vora 

(2010: 35) has also shown that ‘management and quality control technologies shape not 

only the culture of the workplace but also the very subjectivities of the call center 

agents’. Nath (2011) echoes this with her comments on identity formation in call centre 

labour. In particular, and I will return to parallel issues in the final chapter, Nath (2011: 

711-718) draws attention to the affective experiences of shame, anxiety and stigma felt 

by the workers. In any case, the cumulative result of the above, for Vora, is ‘the 
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devaluing of racialised and gendered service work’ that in turn leads to an uneven 

transmission of care to white middle-upper class families in the US. For Vora, these are 

the dynamics that shape the technological articulation of the affective encounter in 

Indian call centers. 

 

Similarly, the implementation of OKAO Vision in the workplace functions through the 

measurement of the performance of an emotive display for the creation of an affective 

encounter: it creates the possibility for the indexing of the efficiency of affective 

performance. The notion of efficiency in service work often takes on new meanings, as 

it is difficult to subject practices such as care or attention to the usual standards of 

productivity and metricity. However in a context in which relation, attention and 

emotion become key considerations of economic organisation, the modulation and 

intensification of affect is paramount within the standards imposed upon the 

performance of labour. In this context, affective technologies are linked to the 

effectiveness of the worker, and to this degree a conception of efficiency within the 

workplace. The application of emotion recognition technologies such as facial and vocal 

emotion recognition is already evident in some service industries involving human-

human affective interaction and human-machine affective interaction, or both (see 

Omron, 2009; Vora, 2010: 33-47; Records et al., 2007). 

 

Returning to problems of composition 

 
In the remainder of the chapter, I will problematise the theory of affective labour in 

relation to OKAO Vision and the broader issue of work and technological assemblages 
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for modulating affect. Having considered the terms of class composition, and of HCI 

and OKAO Vision specifically, I would like briefly to draw these threads together, 

returning to the problem of composition. It is clear that the innovations in affective 

computing and their application within HCI are now critical elements within computer 

design. In the condition of ubiquitous computing, the importance of innovations in 

affective design of interfaces will only grow. At the same time as this tendency 

develops, we see that the importance of affective HCI mirrors the dynamics and forms 

of technical composition of class today. Inasmuch as affective labour is mediated by the 

computer interface in many workspaces, the configuration of affect as a quantifiable 

substance (or emotion) to be modulated in the interests of securing customer satisfaction 

and loyalty is enabled by theories of HCI that focus on the instrumental relation 

between the user and the computer. The smile scan can be understood as an exemplar of 

this.  

 

In another respect, however, and returning to the conditions of post-Fordism and 

ubiquitous computing, we again see the importance of coming to terms with the 

emerging technological infrastructure oriented to organise the production and 

circulation of affect. Within the framework of immaterial production, the social 

composition of affective labour goes beyond the technological mediation of the 

computer to seep into the entire infrastructure of affective relations that constitute the 

post-Fordist workplace. From this perspective, with or without the direct mediation of 

such technologies as the ‘smile scan’, the post-Fordist process of valorisation 

necessarily attempts to subsume the affective relations of society, and thus is intent on 
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the ordering of affect, and perhaps its transformation into emotion. The critique of the 

technological nexus of affect is thus relevant for understanding the composition of 

affective labour at both the immediate encounter with technology at work and 

throughout the social terrain. 

 

The attempt to impose a metrics and form of measure onto affective relations generates 

a refraction of affect from the perspective of the worker. The process of refraction 

operates through the modulation of the production of relationship imposed by particular 

affective HCI technologies. The attempt to impose measure, and thus transform affect 

into something quantifiable, sharpens the relationship between affective labour and 

perceptions of worker efficiency. Further, the relationship between affective labour and 

efficiency is evident in the literature and management techniques that are concerned 

with worker performance of affect and, for example, the interpretation and development 

of indicators of sales rates of workers linked to affective engagement (Byron, Terranova 

and Nowicki, 2007; Bjerg and Staunaes, 2011). Affective management techniques work 

as elements alongside affective HCI in the workplace as an apparatus of compulsion 

and refraction. Coupled with the analysis I provided in Chapter Four of managerial 

techniques geared to affect, it is possible to see an apparatus that concentrates ‘on the 

production and formation of intensity’ (Bjerg and Staunaes, 2011: 139), that is to say 

the modulation and refracting of affective labour. While some would argue that it is in 

fact theoretically untenable to subject affect to measure, to reduce it to something 

quantifiable, the techniques of modulation and measure demonstrate the will to subsume, 

and to order, that the process of post-Fordist valorisation mobilises. It is through the 
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lens of a compositionist analysis that future research and critique will be best placed to 

understand the forms of tension and antagonism such a condition produces. 

 

Prism, control, refraction 

 
The OKAO Vision smile-scan, and its use in the workplace, functions as a directive 

upon the body to produce a particular affective performance. This performance in turn 

can be characterised as a modulation of affect on two levels, occurring simultaneously. 

Firstly, the scan compels the worker’s body to perform affect. In other words, this is a 

regulation of labour, but not in a linear temporal sense, but rather in compelling the 

body to produce an affective intensity. The first element of the modulation of affect 

takes place in the circuit between the worker and the computer. The next element in the 

modulation of affect takes place in the second space of the shop floor, in the encounter 

between the worker and the bodies it engages. In other words, once processed by the 

smile scan, the workers reproduce a particular form of engagement or relation with 

those they come into contact with. The labour they perform is certainly involved in the 

production of communication, relationship and affect. However, the organisation of the 

material constitution of this work problematizes rather than confirms the literature 

concerning affective labour and affective or emotion recognition technologies. 

 

The smile-scan technology functions as a directive upon the body in a repetitious 

compulsion to perform affective labour. The deployment of OKAO Vision in the 

context of affective labour produces the homogeneity of a striated space in which work 

is organised. Negishi also highlights that the end result of this process is the modulation 
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of the relationship between the worker and the customer he or she encounters on the job. 

As Negishi (2013: 328) puts it ‘Keikyu effectively exploits the non-cognitive technique 

of smiling to mobilise and modulate the bodies of passengers’. The prism through 

which the affective intensity moves, from the body of the worker, the modulation of the 

smile scan, and onto the shop floor determines the form of labour. 

 

Spinoza theorised affect in the interaction between bodies, and the means by which they 

come to determine other bodies to different states of movement or rest, and express 

what happens to the modes of substance (Spinoza, 1996; Deleuze, 1988: 48). The 

concept of the technological infrastructure as a prism and point of refraction is 

introduced as a way to engage affect, labour and value while retaining the Spinozist 

foundation of affect and relations of speed and slowness or movement and rest. In other 

words, there is no need to pose a restoration of essence of being, or the completely 

alienated subject to be restored in the critique of affective labour proposed here. Rather, 

tension or antagonism is located in the prism as it compels the body and affect through 

the technological articulation of labour. This necessary movement through the OKAO 

Vision technology constitutes the point of refraction of affect. In this movement, the 

affects of the worker’s body are determined to a different degree of movement, in turn 

producing a particular affective encounter through the space of work. The worker’s 

body and affects are not removed, but rather engaged, modulated and ordered in the 

double interface produced by the deployment of OKAO Vision in the workplace. In this 

respect the imperative of value’s self-valorisation determines the degree of movement, 

and repetition, of the worker’s affective labour. 
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The use of emotion recognition technologies in job training and at work thus points 

towards a novel form of command in the workplace. The mobilisation of affect in 

management discourse and technique, specifically as a mechanism for intensified self-

management, couples with the deployment of affective technologies in the workplace. 

Taken together, these factors demonstrate the depth, breadth and direction of the 

integration of analyses of affect into the objective command of labour. Emotion 

recognition technologies and affective management techniques, in this sense, represent 

an attempt to introduce/impose a form of measure in the production/circulation of affect 

in contemporary work arrangements, and thus to link quantifiable standards and notions 

of efficiency to the command of affective labour. 

Conclusion 

 
It is increasingly evident that the turn to affect represents a central element in the future 

of computer design and HCI technologies. The present innovations within HCI and 

design demonstrate this tendency. Whether these innovations are developing the 

informational model of affect and increasing the level of sophistication of these 

technologies, or whether designers and theorists are pushing beyond this model to 

radicalise the experience of interaction, it is clear that the engagement with affective 

design is of key importance. However, while the relationship between affect and 

interface design has been developed and interrogated in various ways, the field has not 

addressed to a similar degree the implications for how we think about labour and work 

in relation to affective technologies. And yet, in the post-Fordist condition which 

involves the expansion of communicative, emotional and affective labour, the tendency 
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for these technologies to confront labour as a directive force or control technique 

becomes a key point of tension. This chapter has sought to contribute to opening this 

area of research through integrating a discussion of affective HCI with the perspective 

of compositionist analysis. 

 

Developing a compositionist approach allows us to situate affective computing and HCI, 

in this case OKAO Vision, within a specific relationship produced by the valorisation 

process and in the workplace. The discussion of OKAO Vision provides a brief insight 

into the circuits of interaction between user and computer in the workplace, and the 

process of modulation and order produced in this situation. Rather than a simple 

interaction between user and computer, in the context of the workplace, affective 

technologies can function as a directive upon the body of the worker in the first moment 

of interaction, which in turn produces a homogenous form of interaction between the 

worker (user) and those bodies it engages with on the job. The discussion of OKAO 

Vision, in the context of a compositionist perspective, opens up a number of future 

directions for researching the impact of affective computing and HCI on the social and 

political dimensions of work. 

 

By emphasising a compositionist approach, this chapter also sought to problematise the 

fundamental terms and limitations of the postworkerist theory of affective labour. I did 

this by highlighting the limitations of the postworkerist perspective with respect to the 

technological organisation of affective labour, and pointing to the need for a serious 

reconsideration of the technical composition of class. These limitations, it was pointed 



 Extensive measures and modulation 

 

209 
 

out, arise primarily from the ontological turn of post-workerist elements of autonomist 

Marxist theory, evident in the collapsing of the categories of life and labour, into a 

singular productive substance. This ontological turn has meant that these theorists have 

marginalised the very material, everyday organisation of labour. However, a return to a 

compositionist analysis, which picks up on the emerging technological nexus involved 

in affective and immaterial labour, specifically affective HCI, provides a means to 

address these limitations. 

 

The critique of both affective techniques of management and affective technologies 

throughout Chapters Four and Five, forces a reconsideration of the relationship between 

affect, labour, autonomy and capital. For postworkerism, affective or immaterial labour 

produces life itself. However, the widespread development of affective management 

and technology, while perhaps not undermining this assertion, certainly challenges its 

political implications. To take the example of care work, Ducey (2010: 29) points out 

that ‘the way in which objectualisation and affective modulation intersect with 

institutions and relations of caregiving is particularly important because care produces 

society itself’. As Ducey notes, the issue that arises here is one of authenticity. That is, 

‘when the processes of objectualisation and affective modulation change caregiving, it 

raises concerns about whether the ‘care’ produced is genuine or meaningful, and 

therefore capable of producing ‘society itself’’. The ambivalence that Ducey identifies 

with affective modulation resonates with Mitropoulos’ remarks noted in the previous 

chapter, namely that affect must circulate ‘as if it is not work’.  
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Ducey’s analysis of affective ambivalence and authenticity is a fitting place to close this 

chapter. Ducey (2010: 29) states that ‘the “technology” of affective modulation…is 

troubling because it seeks to align care with bureaucratic and commercial ends, but it 

does not predictably produce superficial care compatible with profit making’. That is, 

affective modulation is troubling both for labour and for capital: the modulation of 

affect pulls labour into the valorisation process, however it can also ‘trigger new 

solidarities’ in response. The final chapter of this thesis will begin from and explore the 

implications of this notion of affective ambivalence. 
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Chapter 6: Composition, antagonism and the ambivalence of affect 

 

Introduction 

 
The chapter considers what it would take to develop an affective politics without 

recapitulating the ontological presumptions of postworkerism. I approach this thematic via 

a broad reengagement with the understanding of the technical and political composition of 

class. I structure this chapter into four distinct problems, each of which I engage through 

specific questions. At the end of the chapter, I will draw a thread through each of the four 

sections to suggest an approach to class and affective composition (Read, 2012). In each of 

the following I take my cue from an existing theory or concept and develop it in relation to 

the idea of an affective composition of class and politics. 

 

The first problem I return to is class composition, with a specific focus upon the question of 

cooperation. In Chapter Two, I argued that class composition analysis is most usefully 

informed by the dynamic interaction between the technical and the political composition of 

class. However, in this section, I pause on the issue of technical composition. I do this not 

to position it as primary in relation to political composition but rather to develop a deeper 

consideration of the technical in relation to the question of affective labour. In the previous 

two chapters, I developed a critique of affective management techniques as they are 

deployed in the contemporary organisation of labour. Based upon the arguments of the 

previous chapters, I examine what affective managerial techniques and technologies can tell 

us about the role played by affect in the contemporary organisation of capital. Secondly, I 
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suggest that it is possible to develop an expanded conception of the technical composition 

of labour which is capable of incorporating such unconventional factors as the management 

of affect and emotion. To be clear, in suggesting this line of analysis, I am not arguing that 

the technical composition of class is the sole factor shaping the political composition of 

class. However, I insist that a nuanced and comprehensive class composition analysis must 

take these technical issues into account. 

 

The second section of the chapter returns to the question of measure in light of the 

postworkerist thesis of the immeasurability of labour and value. Again revisiting the 

conclusions of the previous two chapters, I argue that measure remains an important 

problem for the critique of labour. In this section, I compare examples of measure that have 

been analysed by theorists such as Massimo De Angelis and David Harvie (2007), with the 

examples of affective measure and modulation I have analysed in this thesis. I engage the 

issue of measure as both a politically and economically determined field of conflict 

between labour and capital with the intention of challenging the postworkerist argument 

concerning the autonomous nature of immaterial production. I suggest that while De 

Angelis and Harvie’s emphasis on the ongoing tensions of measure is useful, it is also 

necessary to look to the issue of how measure is shifting. Thus, I suggest that affective 

management techniques are opening up new areas of managerial experimentation that call 

for a new understanding of the operations of measure. 
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The third section of this chapter shifts attention away from the issues of measure and 

management to take its lead from Stefano Harney and Fred Moten’s notion of the 

undercommons. Here I aim to address the question of the undercommons in relation to 

affect. However, prior to developing the notion of an affective undercommon, I engage a 

small body of literature emerging outside of the academy that has asked if it is possible to 

analyse capital as being organised through a dominant affect. As the Institute for Precarious 

Consciousness (2014) has recently suggested, the argument that capital is organised around 

a dominant affect provokes the question of what a counter-politics of affect might look like 

– a question, I suggest, that overlaps with the notion of the undercommon. I argue, in 

agreement with Harney and Moten, that the concept of the undercommon is a useful lens 

through which to view the less visible, more complex relations of work, movement and 

composition, which typically elude post-workerist theories of the common. While 

postworkerism often presents the common of immaterial production as inherent to the 

labour process, the undercommons suggests a useful way to destabilise this assumption and 

to look elsewhere for possible spaces of refusal and composition. A subtheme developed in 

this third section suggests that it is possible to articulate a convergence between the 

affective expressions of political/class struggle and movement, and the subjective and 

affective experiences of class decomposition and recomposition.  

 

Affect, autonomy and the technical composition of class 

 
i) The nexus of composition 

In this section, I focus upon the issue of affect within the technical arrangements of labour 

by drawing together my early comments on class composition in Chapter Two with my 
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critique of affective management techniques and technologies in Chapters Four and Five. I 

suggest that in the post-Fordist condition it is feasible to include affective techniques within 

the critique of the technical composition of class, and that in doing so we reach a more 

complex understanding of the organisation of cooperation within affective labour. 

 

To recapitulate very briefly: class composition involves the analysis of both the technical 

and the political composition of class. The technical composition of class involves the 

arrangements of work and reproduction, the division of labour, tasks, skills, and forms of 

cooperation at work. Political composition, by contrast, names the forms of organisation, 

collectivity and cultures that workers develop against the stratifications imposed on them. 

The concept of political composition is not reducible to the technical. The two categories 

work upon each other, changes in class composition emerging through the dynamic 

interaction between the two. Class composition analysis is therefore an attempt to identify 

the nexus of political development spurred on by class struggle.  

 

The work of Virno (2002), Marazzi (2008) and Hardt and Negri (2000; 2009) has 

reformulated the classic problem of composition by identifying the category of fixed capital 

with the body of the worker. In striking contrast with the analysis of class composition 

developed within operaismo, Negri (2013b) has recently made explicit his suspicions 

concerning the contemporary viability of the relationship between the technical and 

political composition of class. Negri has argued that ‘“doing politics today” is a project that 

cannot be legitimised…simply by the use of workers’ inquiry modelled on the twin 

elements of technical composition and political composition’. Indeed, politics is no longer 
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about ‘fiddling around between technical and political composition’ but rather redefining 

what politics is. For Negri, within this redefined politics there is no longer any 

‘recognisable technical compositions or political compositions, one being consequent on 

the other’, but ‘rather a simplified composition and a real consistency’. The real 

consistency is the result of living-labour re-appropriating fixed capital, a ‘continuous theft 

of machinic elements’ – linguistic, affective, and intellectual – into the body of labour; thus 

for Negri ‘stripping capital of this function means recuperating for labour-power 

autonomous capacities of cooperation’. Negri’s comments highlight the significance of the 

question of cooperation within the analysis of contemporary class composition. 

 

While Negri is correct to note that politics involves more than can be expressed through the 

technical composition, I would argue that the categories of class composition remain useful 

within the grammar of critique. I therefore want to introduce into this framework a 

consideration of affect, as an element of both management and political movement, and 

thus complicate the analysis of cooperation within affective forms of labour. Ultimately I 

argue that the limits of the thesis concerning the autonomy of affect can best be illustrated 

by analysing how cooperation actually occurs within the contemporary labour process.  

  

ii) The technical organisation of cooperation and composition 

The element of compositional analysis I want to draw attention to is the organisation of 

cooperation and affect as use-value. The question of cooperation is significant to both the 

analysis of class composition in general, and also specifically to the postworkerist 

conception of affective labour and autonomous production. I have already analysed the 
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significance of autonomous production within the perspective of postworkerism in the 

closing section of Chapter Two and throughout Chapter Three. In these chapters, I 

established that the political and economic arguments of postworkerism rely heavily upon 

the so-called autonomous and cooperative practices of immaterial forms of labour. The idea 

that the very nature of cooperation is changing due to qualitative shifts associated with 

immaterial production represents a pivotal component of the postworkerist analysis of 

contemporary class composition on both the technical and political level.  

 

Marx’s characterisation of cooperation in Capital volume I is the image against which 

postworkerism assesses the present arrangements of labour. Marx (1990 [1867]: 447) wrote 

of cooperation that ‘as a general rule, workers cannot cooperate without being brought 

together: their assembly in one place is a necessary condition for their cooperation’. Marx 

continues, ‘hence workers cannot cooperate unless they are employed simultaneously by 

the same capital, the same capitalist, and therefore unless their labour-powers are bought 

simultaneous by him’. Finally, Marx (1990 [1867]: 451) argues that  

 

their cooperation only begins with the labour process, but by then they have ceased to 

belong to themselves. On entering the labour process they are incorporated into capital. 

As co-operators, as members of a working organism, they merely form a particular 

mode of existence of capital. 

 

It is not difficult to see why postworkerists have taken the opportunity to update this image 

of cooperation. The image cast in Marx’s description does not resonate immediately with 

contemporary arrangements of work or the widespread integration of technologies into 
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everyday life. Indeed, the forms and means of cooperation have today far exceeded the 

factory.
45

  

 

As I have noted in previous chapters, throughout the 1980s and 1990s postworkerism 

begins to posit the self-organised cooperative practices of the living, general intellect as the 

pivotal terrain of production. As Pasquinelli (2014: 186) puts it, ‘only at that time [1990s] 

would operaismo’s idea of the autonomy and primacy of living labour be extended to living 

knowledge, rediscovering that so-called “Fragment on machines”’. Thus the general 

intellect was extracted from ‘the greasy gears of the industrial machines’ to circulate 

through the body of labour. It is through the expansion of the general intellect that a new 

mode of cooperation allegedly emerges: the labour-processes of immaterial production 

express directly an autonomy from capital’s organisation of cooperation. Hardt and Negri 

(2009: 140) argue, in contrast to Marx’s comments on cooperation cited above, that ‘in 

biopolitical production…capital does not determine the cooperative arrangement, or at least 

not to the same degree’. Rather than capital drawing together and assembling all workers 

for cooperation, Hardt and Negri continue that with immaterial production ‘capital 

expropriates cooperation’. For the postworkerists, capital is now reliant upon the 

intellectual, linguistic and affective components of labour. Thus, the relationship between 

labour and capital, in terms of the organisation of cooperation, is inverted.  

 

Hardt and Negri’s theorisation of autonomous cooperation leads them, interestingly enough, 

to argue that in the condition of immaterial production, it is alienation rather than 

                                                        
45

 Of course, the technologies that allow for such forms of cooperation and sociality to occur still require 

many to work in the factories and the kitchens. And indeed, cooperation has always exceeded the factory. 
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exploitation that best typifies the relationship between labour and capital. Immaterial 

production is particularly alienating since the compulsion to feel often means that the 

affects and capacities of the body are not felt as one’s own (Hardt and Negri, 2009: 140). 

They also argue that the shift from exploitation to alienation arises as capital ceases to 

organise the cooperative practices of labour. However, while there is much that is useful in 

the ‘new grammar of political economy’ that Pasquinelli (2014a: 6) identifies in the 

inverted general intellect, I would like to problematise the neat separation between the 

general intellect and capital, the organisation of cooperation and the political assertions that 

follow. 

 

iii) Three micro-examples that complicate the organisation of cooperation 

While I agree that the affective, intellectual and linguistic characteristics of labour are now 

put to work, I would argue that the relationship between labour and capital cannot be 

reduced to the idea of an ontologically productive common opposed to an external 

apparatus of capital/rent. Rather, labour remains enmeshed within the regulatory apparatus 

of capital. Thus the question of the organisation of cooperation and exploitation remains 

complicated. I will point to three brief examples that have been raised throughout this thesis 

to illustrate the complexities of cooperation relevant to the postworkerist conception of 

immaterial and affective production. 

 

The first example I raise to complicate the image of autonomous cooperation is just-in-time 

service provision. Postworkerism has identified Toyotist models of production as 

representing a break with Fordist regimes (Marazzi, 2011 [1994]: 17-27; Negri, 2013 
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[1995]: 87-94; Hardt and Negri, 2000: 289-290). However, the thesis of autonomous 

coooperation tends to obscure or ignore the ways in which the imperatives of capital are 

still engaged in the mobilisation of labour and cooperation. I drew attention in Chapter 

Three to Sergio Bologna’s (2010 [2007]) comments that contemporary work arrangements 

might see the disappearance of the factory foreman, but the reappearance of managerial 

technique and timekeeping. A telling example of capital’s organisation of shopfloor 

cooperation can be found in data management and scheduling techniques. Staff scheduling 

software such as Kronos or Muse map sales, delivery and staffing details to create optimal, 

lowest-cost staffing rates for managers. While cooperation as an autonomous capacity of 

labour would seem to imply a degree of control over the conditions of cooperation, staff 

scheduling software creates precise algorithms to which flexible labour is subject. A recent 

exposé on the use of Kronos by Starbucks shows that even though the actual labour process 

of coffee-making involves minimal technological processes and a high degree of 

interpersonal labour, the question of cooperation remains inherently contested (Kantor and 

Hodgson, 2014). Indeed the cooperation between workers is closely mediated by staffing 

technologies. While the various successes of Starbucks Baristas in industrial struggles in 

recent years is indicative of the fact that labour does cooperate in its own interests, I draw 

attention to Kronos as it demonstrates that such cooperation is not inherent to the labour 

process itself. 

 

The mobilisation of affect in managerial techniques is of great significance for the 

contemporary theorisation of affective labour and cooperation. Firstly, from the perspective 

of affective management, affect is not considered separate from the objectives of work and 
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productivity. Indeed, as the discussions of AET (Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996) illustrate, 

affect is positioned as a key variable of exploitation. The techniques of affective 

management unsettle the image of the self-organisation of service and care labour: affective 

management poses the relationship between labour, affect and value as something other 

than an externalised ‘expropriation of cooperation’. Rather affect is situated as a relation of 

contestation and exploitation. Affective management techniques also aim to link affective 

labour directly to the efficiency of labour. There are two principle forms in which this 

occurs: the mobilisation of the emotional labour of the worker to perform tasks, such as 

sales, and the production of affect or affective experience as a use-value for the customer. 

Here the prime object of management technique is the worker’s capacity to express and 

embody particular affects. 

 

In Chapter Five, I suggested the concept of refraction to express how affect can be 

articulated and understood simultaneously as being of the worker and yet 

produced/performed on terms imposed by capital. In other words, capital does not, indeed 

cannot produce a complete separation between labour and affect. However, the imperative 

to perform affect, and the summoning of certain affects to be performed, characterises 

affective labour as something outside of the organisational control of the worker. The 

deployment of affective technologies through which affective labour is expressed aims to 

produce a homogenised affective performance. Technologies that modulate and measure 

affect effectively incorporate the production of affect into the imperatives of management. 

The cooperative relations that are produced in such encounters are thus not automatically 
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creative or outside of capital, but rather are expressed through it. As a result, affect is in 

practice a component of capital and the valorisation process.  

 

My point throughout this section is not to suggest that the technical is primary, or that the 

form of political composition must arise as a direct negation of the affective techniques of 

management and technology. My argument is not that the forms of cooperation articulated 

through managerial and technological means are the sum total of cooperative practices on 

the job or in people’s lives.
46

 In brief, neither the image cast by Marx’s discussion of 

cooperation within large-scale industry nor that of the postworkerist cooperative general 

intellect are capable of grasping the contested forms of cooperation and labour that 

characterise immaterial production. While Marx was writing of a different era and regime 

of production, it is necessary to point to the shortcomings of the postworkerist analysis of 

cooperation. The forms of cooperation that might constitute counter-work relations or a 

tendency toward political composition are not immediately given in the labour processes of 

immaterial production; they are of a different character. The requirement to produce or 

perform affect at work does not circumvent the critique of labour. Finally, any 

characterisation of the technical composition of class must take into account technological 

infrastructures, divisions of labour and forms of cooperation. Attention to the emerging 

managerial technique and affective technologies, should be included in the analysis of the 

class composition of affective and immaterial labour.  

 

                                                        
46

 For example, the autoethnographic accounts of work and resistance found in Lines of work: stories of jobs 

and resistance (Scott Nikolas Nappalos (ed.), 2013). 
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Measure 

 
i) Immeasurability 

In this section I reframe the analysis of affective and immaterial labour in relation to the 

question of measure and the measurability of labour. Postworkerist theorists have theorised 

the contemporary immeasurability of labour and value, primarily in terms of the 

rearrangements in work. While in Chapter One I addressed the limitations of the 

postworkerist analysis of value, here I return to the specific question of measure in their 

work. I first recapitulate the postworkerist theory of the immeasurability of labour. I then 

briefly review a challenge to the postworkerist perspective that analyses forms of measure 

in the context of educational labour. I close this section by comparing and contrasting 

affective forms of measure and management.  

 

The postworkerist argument concerning the immeasurability of labour and value is 

presented in philosophical and political-economic terms. Negri’s work constitutes the most 

philosophical articulation of the immeasurability thesis, while the work of Marazzi presents 

a more rigorous engagement with questions of finance, circulation and labour. Despite the 

distinct perspectives on the concept of immeasurability presented by Marazzi and Negri, 

they nonetheless parallel and inform one another. Once again, the thesis of immeasurability 

rests largely upon the idea that the organization of labour has undergone profound 

qualitative changes.  

 

Marazzi (2008 [2002]) bases his argument for the immeasurability of labour and value 

upon a consideration of shifting labour arrangements and finance. Marazzi (2008 [2002]: 
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41) acknowledges that the emergence of post-Fordism ushered in an expansion of work 

time and a reduction in wages, while also putting to work ‘the most common, most public 

(“informal”) qualities of the workforce – or better, language, communicative relational 

language’. Marazzi (2008 [2002]: 43, emphasis in original) goes on to state that ‘the 

centrality of language in post-Fordist production and the putting to work of the cognitive 

properties of the workforce leads to the crisis of measurability of single work operations’. 

Marazzi here defaults to a conception of measurability that is based upon an a priori 

capacity to measure. In any case, it is the rise of communicative and relational labour 

expressed through the general intellect that is understood to have provoked a general crisis 

of measurability.  

 

Negri’s (2003) Constitution of time presents a dense articulation of his analysis of the 

immeasurability of labour and value. Negri locates the immeasurability of value and labour 

in the real subsumption of labour to capital. In the most basic of terms, Negri (2003: 42) 

argues that in a condition of real subsumption, which he takes to mean the subjection of all 

social and creative time to the time of capital, labour time ceases to be the measure of 

value: ‘time as measure of value is smashed’. For Negri, this situation engenders two 

counter-posed forms of time: on the one hand, the time of productive cooperation of the 

social worker, and on the other, the time of command of capital. For Negri (2003: 75), there 

is a ‘radical difference of…two practices of time: analytic on the capitalist side, productive 

on the proletarian’. The time of productive cooperation elevates the condition of labour to 

an ontological and ethical status that is temporally opposed to capital. Indeed, for Negri the 

opposition of time is marked by a radical separation between the productive cooperation of 
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the proletariat and capital’s time of domination. Thus, this is a ‘separation that does not 

divide the working day by internal lines, but that co-extensively counterposes capital and 

labour’ (Negri, 2003: 80). Negri’s (2003) argument concerning the separation of time 

retains an engagement with a politics of negation and refusal. However, the productivist 

conception and ontology of labour emerges as the dominant tendency, even in this work. 

Negri (2003: 80) argues that ‘time is…defined as transformation of refusal into cooperation, 

cooperation into production, production into liberation’. I return to the implications of this 

slippage from negation to affirmation in the following sections, but note for now that this 

affirmationist tendency determines the immeasurability of labour and value. 

 

The tendency that Negri articulates here is traceable throughout his co-authored work with 

Hardt. While much of this argument has been covered in Part I of this thesis, I here reiterate 

key points, before reengaging the issue of measure. Hardt and Negri (2000: 356) argue that 

‘value will be determined only by humanity’s own continuous innovation and creation’. In 

Chapter One, I suggested that this perspective on value is simultaneously an argument for a 

conception of value from below and a moral argument for the recognition of productive 

activity. Hardt and Negri (2000: 357) continue: ‘the temporal regimentation of labour and 

all the other economic and/or political measures that have been imposed on it are blown 

apart’. The insistence on the irrepressible movement of the proletariat that is captured in 

these phrases is a refreshing challenge to political thought on a number of counts. However, 

the pivotal problem in this formulation is the inability to pose a critique of labour in either 

its immediacy – as work – or in its historically specific form – as abstract labour and value. 

As a result, the very real contradictions, antagonisms and affective experiences of work are 
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marginalised by the claim of immeasurability. Hardt and Negri mistake what Angela 

Mitropoulos might call the ‘proliferating limits’ and ‘points of exchange’ for irreversible 

political composition, for cooperation beyond measure. Indeed, for Hardt and Negri, the 

modes of composition that emerge from the materiality of work, from the proliferating 

points of exchange, including conflicts over measure, are to a significant degree removed 

from the picture, to be replaced by an ill-defined, inexorable and expansive conatus of 

political movement. I return to the problem of the coupling of Spinoza’s conception of 

conatus with political movement in later sections, but first I address the question of 

measure. 

 

ii) The recurrent issue of measure 

Despite the postworkerist insistence that the conditions of immaterial production render 

labour and value immeasurable, the issue of measure remains heavily contested. Contra 

postworkerism, theorists such as Caffentzis (2011a) and De Angelis (1995; 2007) continue 

to insist on the problem, and indeed the practice of measure. Both Caffentzis and De 

Angelis consider the question of measure in relation to the ongoing viability of the theory 

of value. De Angelis and Caffentzis exemplify a tendency in autonomist Marxism to retain 

an engagement with the theory of value that both challenges its marginalization within 

postworkerism while also retaining an emphasis on working class self-activity within the 

value relation. For example, De Angelis (1995) develops a political reading of abstract 

labour. He argues (1995: 108) that abstract labour is ‘work in the capitalist form’ and that 

as a result abstract labour is ultimately a ‘relation of struggle’. More recently, De Angelis 

(2007) has reframed his analysis of abstract labour in terms of ‘value struggles’. For De 
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Angelis a pivotal feature of value struggles, struggles over the determination of what is 

considered valuable, are conflicts over forms of measure. De Angelis’ perspective fits into 

a broader debate about the relationship between class struggle, particularly at the point of 

production and the determination of value (see for example, Knafo, 2007; Kicillof and 

Starosta, 2007). While I do not return to the question of value in this chapter, I do argue 

that the issue of measure unsettles the ontological rendering of labour found in 

postworkerism. 

 

One particular example that is worth pausing over is Massimo De Angelis and David 

Harvie’s (2007) analysis of managerial and measurement systems in UK higher education. I 

draw attention to this example because De Angelis and Harvie focus specifically upon the 

question of immeasurability raised by postworkerism. This paper is significant because it 

directly takes up the question of immaterial and cognitive labour, while nevertheless 

insisting on the measurability of this labour. Indeed, De Angelis and Harvie (2007: 6) ‘seek 

to uncover capital’s attempt to measure immaterial labour and thus (re)-impose value and 

the law of value’. While I would question whether or not the presence (or absence) of 

managerial forms of measurement can act as proof of value, given that value as a form and 

relation encompasses more than managerial measure per se, De Angelis and Harvie’s 

argument is useful. In particular, what is of interest for my purposes are the specific forms 

of measure that the paper identifies – namely, variations of Taylorist style, standardised, 

quantifiable time-measure techniques. I do not, of course, dispute their analysis of various 

forms of measure or their claim that measure is contested. However, I do wish to highlight 



 Composition, antagonism and the ambivalence 

of affect 

227 
 

the difference between the managerial approaches that I have drawn attention to in previous 

chapters and the directions for further research that they indicate. 

 

De Angelis and Harvie (2007: 5) define measure as a site of conflict within the workplace 

and thus frame their analysis in terms of ‘the war over measure [that] continues at the point 

of immaterial, self-organised and cooperative production’. In particular they identify three 

categories of measure that are utilised in UK higher education: quantification, 

standardisation and surveillance. In each category, they argue, ‘chores are imposed and 

barriers erected that cut across and interrupt the flows of communicational, affective and 

creative work’ (De Angelis and Harvie, 2007: 10). De Angelis and Harvie list a series of 

techniques to illustrate their argument concerning standardisation, quantification and 

surveillance. These include measures that focus upon the standardisation of teaching, 

standardisation of marking formats, evaluations of research output, and transparency 

reviews that measure the amount of time academics spend on particular tasks (De Angelis 

and Harvie, 2007: 11-14). In each of the cases, the tendency of managerial technique is to 

transform the labour and the output into comparable, homogenous knowledge commodities. 

However, De Angelis and Harvie note that in spite of the imposition of forms of measure 

and management, staff still perform non-standard duties, thus undermining the objectives of 

management. Nonetheless, they insist that the conflict that occurs over measure and 

management ultimately positions the labour processes of immaterial production in a more 

conflicted relationship to capital than Hardt and Negri’s perspective is capable of 

expressing.  
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iii) New measures? 

I will now briefly compare and contrast the forms of measure and management that are 

suggested by my analyses in previous chapters and those of De Angelis and Harvie. I argue 

that there are similarities, parallels and differences between De Angelis and Harvie’s 

analysis and my own. The similarities and parallels suggest that a particular approach to 

standardisation and quantification remains important in managerial approaches to 

immaterial modes of labour. However, the particular attention to the management of 

intensity and persistence, and the attempt to locate both negative and positive affects within 

theories of management and work performance suggests that affective management theory 

is opening a new direction in managerial practice.  

 

The primary parallel of standardisation, quantification and surveillance is found in the 

affective and emotion recognition technologies discussed in Chapter Five, though with 

slight modifications and inflections. The process of standardisation and performance of 

correct emotional labour can be read as a further inflection of Arlie Hochschild’s (2003 

[1983]: 97-99) analyses of emotional labour. Hochschild notes the cultivation of correct 

emotional disposition or embodiment that occurs in the training and recruitment of airline 

hostesses. The use of affective and emotion recognition technologies in the training of 

affective performance adds a further dimension to the management and standardisation of 

affective labour. Affective and emotion recognition technologies aim for a standardisation 

of affective performance through, for example, the measurement of the physical features of 

the individual, calculating and processing the image to produce an ideal to be replicated. In 

this way the imperative in the use of the smile scan, or vocal training in call centres, is to 
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standardise the individual performance of labour. Indeed, the process of standardisation 

involves quantifying the performance of emotion. As Kaima Negishi (2012; 2013) argues, 

there is also a dimension of surveillance involved in the use of these technologies in the 

workplace. Standardisation, quantification and measure are objectives in the use of 

affective technologies.  

 

However, perhaps one of the key shifts that emerges with the integration of affect theory 

into management is located in the movement from an emphasis on the direct measure of 

output to a focus upon the management of intensity, effort and persistence via affect. The 

integration of affect theory into managerial technique rearticulates the conception of 

intensity, duration and persistence as modes of measure. From the perspective of affective 

measurement and management, while output and productivity remain key objectives, the 

principal target of intervention is the affective state of the worker.  

 

What emerges here is a very different image of how affect functions as a variable of labour 

to that which is theorised by postworkerism. Against the image of an automatic cooperative 

dimension to affective labour, affect here figures as the force through which individual 

workers are integrated into a team and subject to managerial surveillance. The indistinction 

between the self and the commodity labour-power does not circumvent the question of 

measure, value or work. Rather it simply rearticulates them, and in so doing follows the 

‘soul’ into the work-place (Berardi, 2009b). 
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iv) The technical composition of affect 

Postworkerism tends to emphasise an immediate expression of the political composition of 

class within the modes of immaterial and affective labour. Despite Negri’s comments on 

the irrelevance of the technical and political composition of class, his argument that 

immaterial production expresses an autonomous form of cooperation is in fact indicative of 

his perspective on class composition. However, it is in the conflation of technical and 

political composition of class that the political impasse of postworkerism becomes most 

evident. The separation from capital that is implied in the notion of the autonomous 

production of the common, that is, in the postworkerist conception of biopolitical 

production, is ultimately unable to theorise the contested affective relations of political 

struggle and movement. Rather than engaging with the complexities of affective life and 

labour, or how affect can be mobilised explicitly as a component of capital, postworkerism 

overemphasises an inherently cooperative element to this labour. The political danger is 

that this line of argument risks marginalising an array of affective relations of political 

composition that do not take the form of immediate self-affirmation. 

 

Insofar as the technical composition of class is concerned, capital and the labour processes 

of immaterial production measure, modulate, and order affect – these are the components of 

the technical composition of immaterial production. Thus labour and affect remain 

imbricated with, and mobilised on the terms of capital. The examples of management and 

measure demonstrate that labour and affect are contested within a relationship of 

exploitation. As a result, the problem of political composition can neither be rejected out of 

hand, nor can it be posited as an immediately present factor in the labour processes of 
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immaterial production. Rather, the modes of political composition are elsewhere, and they 

are otherwise, to the modes of immaterial labour that valorise value, that are measured, 

modulated and ordered as elements of capital. Thus, to engage the question of the affective 

relations of class composition, it is necessary to begin not in the labour processes of 

immaterial production, but elsewhere, in an array of affective experiences, relations and 

forms that are not posited immediately upon the terrain of work. 

 

Measure, modulation and order, such are the components of the technical composition of 

immaterial production. These are the terms through which affect and labour are contested 

and conflicted. Harney and Moten (2013: 54) have pointed out that ‘the order that collects 

differences, the order that collects what Marx called labour still objectifying itself, is the 

order of governance’. The technical composition of affect that I have outlined corresponds 

to a similar process of ordering. The compulsion to produce and perform affect represents a 

particular regime of labour exploitation, the transmutation of affect into an element of 

capital via work. To conflate labour and life closes off the possibility of identifying this 

conflict and the difference that characterises the affective composition of political 

movement. The postworkerist thesis of autonomous production thus encounters an impasse 

insofar as it is incapable of developing a critique of the mobilisation of affect as capital.  

 

To put this another way, Negri’s (1999) Spinozist assertion of labour as the power to act 

risks obscuring other affective experiences of political composition. The projection of an 

inexorable, expansive conatus of political movement may well be suited to valorise 

moments of historical rupture and possibility. But such a perspective – labour, action, joy – 
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perhaps has less to offer for explaining the complex processes of class decomposition and 

recomposition. It is not clear, for example, that there is any place for the affective relations 

of sadness, anxiety and depression, to be articulated politically within the Negrian 

perspective. Thus it is questionable that Hardt and Negri’s (2009) proposal of love as the 

political affect adequate to contemporary struggle is capable of expressing the affective 

actuality of political movement. This is not to remove love from the analysis of affective 

composition. Rather, it is to insist on a more nuanced attention to the shifting densities of 

feelings – both affirmative and destructive - that move through cycles of composition and 

struggle.  

 

The contested and ambivalent terrains of affect 

 
i) The reactive affects of capital 

A larger consideration of the affective composition of contemporary capitalism has recently 

emerged outside of the academy. The Institute for Precarious Consciousness (2014) (IPC) 

categorises and periodises the history of capitalist re/production around a series of what 

they call dominant, reactive affects: misery, boredom, and now anxiety. According to IPC, 

the period in which the dominant reactive affect was misery corresponded to the ‘modern 

era (up until the post-war settlement)’. The Fordist period was organised around the 

dominant reactive affect of boredom. The present, post-Fordist moment, IPC argues, is 

characterised by the affect of anxiety. The accuracy of this historical periodisation is not 

what concerns me here. Rather, I locate the significance of the IPC perspective in its 

insistence that a political engagement with affect must reflect the complex relationships 

between public affects (see Berlant, 2011), private affects and work. By suggesting such a 
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relationship, IPC outlines an image of post-Fordist capitalism that captures the ambivalent 

and contested nature of affective composition. 

 

IPC identifies anxiety as the reactive affect of contemporary capitalism and explains this 

through an analysis of precarity, austerity, surveillance and the imperative to communicate. 

Surveillance is administered through the ‘NSA, CCTV, performance management reviews, 

the job centre, the privilege system in prisons’ and so on. IPC further suggests that the 

imperative to communicate is connected to surveillance and that, in such an environment, 

the ‘incommunicable is excluded’. In light of the image that IPC paints of the present, 

Deleuze’s (1990) suggestion that ‘the key thing may be to create vacuoles of 

noncommunication, circuit breakers, so we can elude control’ appears prescient. Finally, 

IPC argues that ‘precarity leads to generalised hopelessness’, and work situations in which 

‘everyone watches themselves, tries to maintain the “required service orientation”’. Finally, 

IPC contends that anxiety is a public secret. In other words, it is a socially produced and 

shared affect, but which is nonetheless individualised.  

 

The perspective of IPC on anxiety parallels the arguments of Bifo on depression, panic, 

anxiety, and the overstimulation produced by semiocapitalism. Bifo (2009a: 100-101) 

insists that panic and depression are the characteristic affects and pathologies of late 

capitalism. For Bifo ‘the mind must go to work in conditions of economic and existential 

precarity.’ As a result ‘the time of life is subjected to work by an action of fractalisation of 

consciousness and experience which breaks the coherence of lived time’ (Berardi, 2011a: 

200). The conditions of panic, anxiety and depression lead Bifo to argue that reactionary 
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politics are the only foreseeable mode of composition in the current conjuncture 

(LaborInArt: 2014). Indeed, for Bifo: 

 

Depression implies a change of speed. Only if language, culture and politics can 

interpret and translate into signs the slowing down that is necessary and urgently 

demanded by the psychic and social organism, will depression be able to evolve 

towards a new, happy form of exchange of human and world (Berardi, 2011a: 197).  

 

Bifo here departs from the accelerationist inflection of postworkerism (see Negri, 2014). In 

any case, despite their obvious affinities, however, IPC departs from the perspective of Bifo 

in taking up the question of a counter-politics of affective composition that is not 

necessarily reactionary.  

 

The identification of a dominant reactive affect of anxiety and precarity complements and 

resonates with the analysis of the technical composition of affect which I outlined in the 

previous section. This technical composition, orchestrated through the measure, modulation 

and ordering of affect, constitutes an apparatus which has adapted itself to and attempts to 

control the labour process under the specific conditions of affective capitalism. Combined 

with IPC’s insights into the combined public-private composition of affect, my analysis of 

the technical management of affective labour demonstrates that the question of 

contemporary political composition cannot be answered in the ontological mode suggested 

by the theory of immaterial production. For this reason, I turn to the undercommon.  

 

ii) Undercommon and/of affect 
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If anxiety and the command to perform/produce affect are the characteristic dimensions of 

the affective composition of capital, then the affective composition of labour must be found 

elsewhere. When the question of affective and political composition is posed this way, the 

limitations of Hardt and Negri’s perspective on the common and autonomous production is 

evident. Federici (2011: 70) has argued, against the perspective of postworkerism, that the 

alleged common that is internal to labour and external to capital does not in fact exist in 

most labour-processes associated with immaterial production; that in fact ‘in no case is 

commoning a given, an automatic development immanent in the work itself’. In another 

context, Emma Dowling (2007) notes that there is nothing inherently conducive to the 

production of common relations within the affective labour of restaurant work. Rather than 

a cooperative common present at the beginning, middle and end of the production process, 

expropriated externally by capital as rentier, immaterial production constitutes a terrain of 

work to be critiqued like all other forms of labour. The arrangements of intimacies and 

affects in the reproduction and circulation of capital are characterised by antagonism and 

struggle like any other area of work. 

 

Writing in a context resonant with, but not exactly the same as the problem of affect I have 

examined throughout this thesis, Harney and Moten’s concept of the undercommon is 

useful to explore affective composition. Through the nexus of the university, Harney and 

Moten (2013: 29-43) present a critical portrayal of administration and governance. Most 

significantly, Harney and Moten, in their critical portrayal of the administered university, 

focus upon the antagonistic and unaccounted activity of the undercommon. The 

undercommon is the space and relations produced by the activity of those working within 
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the university, but underneath the administration, and against or otherwise to the ostensible 

objectives of the university. There is an inherent kind of antagonism between the 

undercommon and the administration. But what is most significant in the notion of the 

undercommon is its ever-present hiddenness, the unaccountable but ongoing activity, and 

its possibility of a space of real movement. A thread can be drawn here to an undercommon 

of affective life. 

 

To put this another way, the undercommon of affect, that which is not present in the 

command to perform affect as work, constitutes a pivotal terrain of political life and 

movement. Jack Halberstam (2013: 8-9) points out that a pivotal characteristic of the 

undercommon, is the refusal of the call to order – to perform order, or to call an other to 

order. Given that the technical composition of affect is characterised precisely by the 

imperative to perform affect, and for it to be measured, modulated and ordered, a refusal of 

this imperative opens a space elsewhere.  

 

Angela Mitropoulos (2012: 174-175) has posited that in the condition in which labour is 

summoned to perform affect ‘as if it is not work’, then the refusal of this labour manifests 

in a peculiar form and unexpected ways. Mitropoulos argues that: 

 

perhaps the oikos is haunted not by communism – at least not as it has come to be 

understood as party, or state or policy – but by disaffection, a detachment from the 

oikonomic that signals attachments otherwise, and for this reason, barely decipherable 

by conventional political analyses.  
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The emphasis on disaffection that Mitropoulos points to is a useful way of framing an 

affective dimension of composition. In pointing to disaffection, and indeed to ‘attachment 

otherwise’, Mitropoulos focuses upon the myriad ways in which attachments otherwise 

may form, without any prescribed direction for how they should.  

 

An undercommon of affect allows for an engagement with those affects and acts that are 

often outside those valorised in political activity. Reflecting on the experience of ACT-UP, 

Maria Maggenti (2003: 44-45) notes the complex relationship between grief, anger and 

activity within the collective. Maggenti points out that ‘the underlying presumption is that 

grief was always rage, you see – but it’s not, really. I mean, grief is also sadness, and just 

loss’. The circuit of grief, rage and loss, for Maggenti, always risked burn-out. IPC also 

draw attention to this issue, and attempt to outline an approach to affective politics that 

responds to the issue they have named as the public secret of anxiety. While I reserve 

comment on any prescriptive politics, it is worth noting the difficulties implied with 

affective politics.  

 

Stevphen Shukaitis (2011), who has developed an engagement with Harney and Moten’s 

concept of the undercommons, has argued that:  

 

while the undercommons are from capital’s perspective the unacknowledged self-

organisation of the despised, discounted, and anti-social, from an autonomous 

perspective they are something else entirely: the self-organization of the 

incommensurate. They embody a process of self-organised dis-identification.  
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With a slightly different inflection, we can point from dis-identification, to disaffection and 

detachment, with the potential for attachment otherwise and composition. The actuality of 

our (dis)affective knowledge of the world is incommensurate with the necessities of 

capitalist reproduction, and is thus scattered throughout an undercommon of affect: the 

anxieties, joys, sadnesses, illnesses, and hopes. An emphasis on an undercommon of 

disaffections and composition, reframes the question of political composition to not excise 

these areas of our lives, but to move and speak through them, transforming disaffection into 

a self-organised undercommon. This is ultimately, a refusal of representation: a rejection of 

imposed affective performativity, and a desire for an affective, political composition. 

 

Finally, the undercommons reframes the affirmationist and negativist articulation of 

struggle without emphasising ne tendency at the expense of the other. Workerist-feminists 

brought attention to the difficulties confronting an affective strike. In doing so, theorists 

such as Federici outlined the ways in which the refusal of forms of affective labour 

generate other forms of relationship. Shukaitis (2014: 195) has recently argued that ‘the 

refusal of work is not a single thing but rather a concept that brings together a plurality of 

different kinds of refusals’. It is the tension between these movements that characterise the 

projects of affective composition. However, what is clear is that the political composition 

of affect remains, in many ways, a struggle against the cooperative forms of work for 

capital. 

 



 Composition, antagonism and the ambivalence 

of affect 

239 
 

 

 

 

Conclusion: affective composition 

 
Stevphen Shukaitis (2009: 143) has pointed out that ‘one can ultimately never separate 

questions of the effectiveness of political organising from concerns about its affectiveness’. 

The analysis throughout this chapter has counter-posed the compositional elements of 

affective labour and life. While the postworkerist analysis of immaterial production 

problematises the relationship between labour and affect, I have argued that their approach 

to class composition undermines constitutes an impasse. The result of this impasse is a 

general inability to critique the forms of antagonism between labour and capital in terms of 

affect. I developed an analysis of en emergent technical composition of labour in relation to 

affect, which functions to measure, modulate and order affect. Based upon the critique of 

the emergent technical composition, I argued that it is necessary to look elsewhere to pose 

the problem of political, affective composition.  
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Conclusion 

 

The fundamental strength of postworkerism, retained in modified form from the original 

tenets of operaismo, is the insistence upon the creativity of the proletariat, or multitude, in 

struggle. Beginning with the initiative and creativity of labour to act in its own interests, 

postworkerism has consistently refused the narrative that our lives, relationships and forms 

of collectivity occur only upon the terms and terrain of capital. At its most compelling, 

postworkerism challenges us to continually ask anew what the shifting arrangements of 

labour and reproduction are in the present moment. It challenges us to perceive how the 

desires and practices of labour exceed the limits imposed upon it by capital. Postworkerism 

insists upon an inherent, lived antagonism that shapes the world we live in. However, this 

ongoing pursuit of the new, which ultimately rests upon the assertion of the 

immeasurability of labour, also leads to the peculiar political impasse that characterises 

postworkerism today. 

 

In the Introduction to this thesis, I pointed out that operaismo was characterised by an 

ambivalence that oscillated between negativist and affirmationist tendencies. On the one 

hand, operaismo called for the radical negativity of work refusal, and on the other hand, the 

operaisti articulated an affirmationist valorisation of working class subjectivities. Mario 

Tronti (1966: 260) wrote, ‘in order to struggle against capital the working class must 

struggle against itself inasmuch as it is capital’. Later, Negri (2005 [1977]) would write 

‘proletarian self-valorisation is the power to withdraw from exchange value and the ability 

to reappropriate the world of use values…proletarian self-valorisation is wholly innovative’. 
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The oscillation between these tendencies can produce a dynamic process of political 

composition, where an interaction between each tendency is maintained. However, I have 

argued that it is primarily the affirmationist tendency, made manifest in the ontology of 

productive life, that characterises postworkerism. 

 

While I have argued that the dominant trajectory of postworkerism over the past two 

decades has turned around the valorisation of productive life, the ambivalence noted above 

nonetheless remains. For example, as recently as Commonwealth, Hardt and Negri (2009: 

332-333) argue that ‘the refusal of work is a central slogan’ of the project for the abolition 

of worker identity. They go on to state that ‘revolutionary class politics must destroy the 

structures and institutions of worker subordination and thus abolish the identity of the 

worker itself’. These quotes appear to sit oddly against the argument I have made that 

postworkerism’s analysis of contemporary forms of production is ill-equipped to develop a 

critique of labour in the present. However, while the argument of Hardt and Negri pivots 

upon the critique of the identity of the worker, it in fact says little about the critique of 

labour. Indeed, their welcome critique of the identity of the worker unfortunately does not 

go far enough in developing a critique of labour and value.  

 

In Part I of this thesis I carried out a critical exegesis of postworkerist thought. In these 

chapter I outlined the inherent limits to the postworkerist analysis of value. I demonstrated 

that the postworkerist theorisation of immaterial production, affective labour and 

composition is based in an ontological impasse. The impasse is reached via the entwining 

of the categories of affect, language, intellect and labour. While a part of the postworkerist 
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argument is based upon an innovative reading of Marx and interpretations of political 

movement, the insistence on the new also constitutes a limit. Finally, I showed that the 

postworkerist analysis of rent is also, at least in part related to a misconception of the 

theory of value, and connected to their ontology of labour and production. 

 

My argument throughout Part II of this thesis has challenged the postworkerist narrative of 

the emergence and class composition of immaterial production. In particular, I have 

analysed an emergent technical composition of labour that is oriented specifically to affect 

as a variable of work and accumulation. The implication of my analysis of an emergent 

technical composition of affect is not that it over-determines the consideration of the 

political. Rather, I have developed an analysis of how capital incorporates labour and affect 

to unsettle the postworkerist narrative of contemporary class composition. In particular, it is 

necessary to insist that a consideration of technical composition that is inclusive of 

affective techniques of management and affective technologies forces a more nuanced 

consideration of the relationship between the labour processes that continue to valorise 

value, and the modes of cooperation that might refuse and negate them.  

 

The political expression of this impasse is a simplified conception of the common, posited 

immediately within the labour processes of immaterial production. The postworkerist 

perspective on biopolitical production and ‘value from below’ tends, at least implicitly, to 

valorise existing forms of labour, rather than carrying out a critique of labour within 

capitalism. The basis for this impasse is the ontological turn outlined in Part I of this thesis, 
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in the disengagement with class composition analysis, and in the characterisation of 

immaterial production as a form of autonomous production. 

 

While emergent forms of labour break with the regime of factory labour, capital has 

adapted to this shift, even at the level of the shop floor. The affective managerial techniques 

I examined are illustrative of this tendency. Indeed, the examples I have pointed to 

represent an emergent experimental field of practice oriented expressly at the affective and 

cognitive elements of the contemporary organisation of labour. Thus, the theory of class 

relations, of the organisation of work, would do well to pay attention to these factors, in 

order to come to terms with the shifting conditions of work. It is clear enough that work has 

not disappeared. The wage, also, has not disappeared. While the problem of debt remains 

pivotal, as does the need to understand the shifting forms of money, debt and finance, so 

too does work (however diffuse it might now be).  

 

In suggesting these issues, I want to insist on the need to avoid the optimism-pessimism 

split that characterises current postworkerist texts. In other words, in criticising the notion 

of autonomous production of the general intellect, and in insisting that labour is still 

directly bound up with and expressive of capital, I am not arguing that the horizons and 

possibilities of class struggle and transformative politics are completely foreshortened. 

Rather I wish to suggest that when these questions are ignored, or reduced to the split 

between the common and capital, the actual terrain of conflict is obscured. This leads to a 

general inability to pose an accurate critique of the contradictions facing contemporary 

forms of labour. 
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Insofar as postworkerism is concerned, the ontologisation of labour through affect is 

destabilised when considered against the mobilisation of affect as the valorisation of value, 

enacted through the modulation of labour. That is to say, there is no basis for the a priori 

assumption of the autonomy of affective labour. It is prudent to not only reject this a priori 

assumption, but also to locate the historical specificity of the forms of affective labour that 

constitute the present. Indeed the failure to do so on the part of the postworkerists 

constitutes both a lapse into an ahistorical conception of affective labour, and constitutes a 

subtle foundation for their recapitulation of a substantialist conception of labour and value. 

Both of these problems are central to the political and ontological impasses of 

postworkerism. It is for these reasons that such a significant period of time and space, 

indeed a whole part of the thesis, is focused upon a largely isolated consideration of a 

technical apparatus of affect. 

 

Simply put, there seems to be a slippage between what we can call ontological conceptions 

of labour, living-labour as creative force and potential, and labour confronting itself as 

commodity and as part of the valorisation process. The first of these categories is what 

underlies much of the theorisations of affective labour, particularly its autonomous 

potential, its emancipatory dimension and its deployment and consumption as immediate 

use-value. It is also this understanding that allows Hardt and Negri to argue that social 

labour organises itself outside of capitalist command, that it sets itself in motion, and that 

social labour now is already participation in the creation of political transformation. 

However, these claims circumvent a series of difficult problems when we confront those 
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labour processes that are denoted by the theory of affective labour, whilst much of Marx’s 

analyses of the ways in which labour confronts itself in the valorisation process is 

dispensed with. But this is precisely the problem that needs to be confronted in those areas 

of affective labour.  

 

More than this, within theories of affective labour there is an attempt to politicise the 

production of affect, or affective relations, in such a way that they can be seen to already 

embody a communist potentiality or an emancipated desire, an autonomous force of labour 

and creation. Affect in this case is an unsullied proletarian use-value, constituted by 

relationships unscarred by the social relations of capital: affects and affective labour thus 

necessarily resist fetishisation. In all of this, we get a glimpse of affect as if it was not set in 

motion through the circuits of capital, as if the forcing or mobilisation of affect through 

exchange did not alter the relationship. What is not confronted here is that the condition in 

which one’s labour-power is made to produce affect might raise different questions 

concerning the everyday constitution and contestation of this work. These are the kinds of 

problems left out throughout the theory of affective labour. The result is a one-sided 

account of the composition of the production of affect in contemporary capitalism. Unless 

this is addressed, we will be unable to develop an affective, political composition adequate 

to our time. 
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