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			Back cover

			For four centuries, the modern world has been dominated by machinery. One philosopher sees living beings as perfected machines (Descartes), another sees nature as the work of an engineer equipped with a supercomputer (Leibniz). Money is the soul of capital, the machine is its body. 

			But the elimination of life in favor of the mechanical leads to a general commodification of human life and a loss of our being-in-the-world. Turning nature into a mere raw material, replacing vital processes with mechanical procedures—all this makes it possible to treat human beings as things, and turn them into predictable beings. This man, who was promised to become “master and possessor of nature”, is in the process of becoming the servant of his own creations. 

			If we don’t want to give way to the posthuman, it’s time to take the measure of what’s at stake and think about how we can put grains of sand in the machine.  

			That’s what this book is all about.
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			Introduction

			In March 2023, we learn that a website dedicated to computer technology is laying off twelve journalists, who will be replaced by a “conversational agent”, the famous “chat-GPT” capable of answering all questions, writing articles or producing the code for a computer program. After the manual workers, the skilled laborers who have been replaced by robots more skilled than themselves, the “great replacement” continues apace, a great replacement that is not that of Europeans by immigrants (as Renaud Camus repeats), but that of men by machines, including those men who had dedicated themselves to intellectual work, thus giving a new example of that “obsolescence of man” to which Günther Anders has devoted many writings. In the same month of March 2023, the magazine Pour la Science devoted a lengthy article to the development of “autonomous lethal weapons”, i.e. the applications of artificial intelligence and robotization to the art of killing human beings. As we witness the devastation of a world dominated by machines, we are forced to question the techno-scientific destiny of modernity anew. Do we need a Morpheus to awaken the Neo in us, as in the famous Matrix film, where the hero has to give up the images injected into him by machines in order to discover the real world? Our relationship with the machine is not a social or technical question, but an ontological one. There is something of a “becoming machine” of man, a becoming that takes on several dimensions: the invasion of the world of life by machines, the “machinic” conception of the living being and the mind, the transformation of social life into a megamachine and, finally, the reification of man, produced as we produce machines.

			

			I had originally planned to write a critique of neuroscientific reason, with the aim of challenging the foundations of the neuroscientific project, i.e. the project to understand and modify—for the better, it goes without saying—human thought. I saw in this the return of La Mettrie’s “man-machine”. I also saw the link with everything that is happening around “artificial intelligence”, which is based on “cognitive science” and in turn supports these same “sciences”. Along the way, this return of the man-machine revealed itself not as a deviation or a scientific or epistemological error, but as a much more global trend of our times, the march towards man becoming a machine. Günther Anders (see the two volumes of his Obsolescence of Man) addressed these issues some time ago, notably through the idea of “Promethean shame”—the shame that ordinary man feels, or should feel, in the face of machine perfection. It couldn’t be clearer. In my own way, I’d like to follow in the footsteps of Günther Anders, by showing how the triumph of technoscience is leading to the devastation of the world-of-life, to use an expression from phenomenology.

			Technoscience is the triumph of rational activity by finality: its value lies in the ability to implement the means to achieve any end. Max Weber foresaw the creation of a “steel cage” that would imprison modern man, entirely subject to the bureaucratic norms of a society in which all human activities would be rationally conceived as means to an end that would be totally beyond individual control. We are now prisoners of this steel cage. It encircles all our actions and gradually shapes our ways of thinking. In a previous book, À dire vrai (published by Armand Colin, 2013), I highlighted the “progress” (dare we say it) of the proceduralization of thought and the development of a one-dimensional language of standards and “quality questionnaires”. 

			

			But what has been thought out in the theoretical or philosophical sphere is nothing other than the expression of the radical transformations taking place in the “world of life”. First of all, it was the mode of production that was subjected to rationalization and systematic control: these were the heyday of the scientific organization of work (SOW) and methods offices. But today, life as a whole, including that part of our lives when we think we’re escaping the imperatives and norms of production, leisure time or love, is in turn entering the realm of “scientific” organization. When I enter a museum, I’m asked for my department’s zip code, which is entered into the museum’s computer system for statistical purposes. I’ve paid with my credit card, and this payment will tell us a great deal about me, including whether I was at the museum’s ticket office at a particular time on a particular day. But this information can be enriched by searching for the various places where my phone has landed during the day. If I’ve activated geolocation, it’s easy to track my movements. All my personal details are stored in dozens of servers: employers, insurance companies, health insurers, the government, companies I’ve bought something from—and not just through e-commerce—all have a trace of me. Even walking down the street, I’m filmed by CCTV cameras, and all it takes is facial recognition software to detect “anti-social” behavior and propose automatic fines or penalties. You’re exaggerating,” I’m told, “this isn’t China. Yes, we are! In fact, the Chinese started out by copying the West, and are now showing the way in those countries where they still pride themselves on “our values”, “freedom” and so on. Speed cameras “flash” speeding drivers or those who run amber lights, and the driver’s photo is taken. The police have become anonymous and purely mechanical. There’s no stopping a machine that’s off to a good start: we’re already testing artificial intelligence computer systems that could “help” magistrates to judge… Why not a continuous chain: the offence is spotted by the various means of electronic surveillance (speed cameras, cameras and facial recognition), processed by machines and the punishment is triggered automatically, exactly on the model of traffic offences. We’re also working on “predictive policing” to determine which subjects are most likely to be delinquents. It’s no longer clear where the boundary lies between today’s reality and the famous dystopias of the last century (such as Philip K. Dick’s Minority Report). Perhaps it’s not a steel cage that’s being built, but an “electronic cage”, a cage of copper wires, optical fibers and semiconductors.

			

			All networks are increasingly interconnected, and those that aren’t can be interconnected at very low cost. The techno-science that promised us wonders is now posing a terrible threat. But the reality is perhaps even more worrying. It’s not just our behaviors that are enslaved to the techno-scientific system, but life itself that is incorporated into this system, losing everything that makes it special, as individuals’ own bodies are reduced to nothing more than a mass of meat—a particular manifestation of what Pierre Legendre calls the “butcher conception of humanity”. It’s no longer our appearance or behavior that’s the object of identification and tracking, it’s our bodies. We leave “DNA traces” everywhere. And with these DNA traces, we can easily be found. But that’s not all. DNA makes it possible to verify actual kinship. The civil status and mother’s word that used to establish filiation are giving way to the “biological truth” proven by DNA tests, which are now almost within everyone’s reach. It’s an old story: some men found it difficult to adhere to the Civil Code, which states that the father is the husband of the woman giving birth. Paternity suits are now finding a practical and inexpensive way to liquidate this wise Civil Code. It’s time to replace civil status with a herd-book, as with selected horses and cattle. Speaking of selection, DNA tests provide information on the ethnic groups—we no longer call them racial, the word has been banned—from which we come. The Nazis, with their methods of studying skulls to determine who was Jewish or not, are outdated. Now, technoscience gives us the “truth” about the blood that runs through your veins.

			

			But it’s not just the classification of humans that has entered the realm of technoscience; it’s also their production. The baby factory is starting to run at full speed. PMA, initially conceived to remedy couples’ infertility problems, also makes it possible to select embryos according to sex, and eventually according to whatever criteria one chooses. For better or for worse. The introduction of technical procedures into human reproduction is turning genealogical order upside down. It is claimed that two women can have a child together, and that the same applies to two men if they find a surrogate mother in one of the countries where GPA is legally practiced. DIY can go even further. Transgender practices allow for all kinds of combinations: a “man” with a full beard and all the outward features of a man can find himself “pregnant” if he has taken the precaution of not having his female genitalia removed. Gender indifferentiation is gradually spreading, while technoscience plays an increasingly important role in the processes that ensure human reproduction. In early 2023, we learned that a Norwegian researcher was proposing to use the bodies of brain-dead women to carry out GPA. It was also the first time that a human embryo had been produced from stem cells, i.e. without male and female gametes.

			It’s like stepping straight into a horror film. The truth is, what is being accomplished before our very eyes, in small steps, and most often for the “good” or to cure “ill-being”, is quite simply the program of transhumanism: the increasing technicization of the human being and reification, i.e. the transformation of the human body into an experimentable thing.

			Today, neuroscience is regarded as the science that explains everything, the all-encompassing science that encompasses everything that can fall into a human mind. Knowledge of the brain—the subject of a branch of biology—is supposed to provide a comprehensive understanding of all things human: psychology, social and economic behavior, learning and pedagogy, and even knowledge of scientific knowledge itself. Neuroscience is the science of everything, including itself. We’d say—if we weren’t in the 21st century—that they’re “divine sciences”. Exaggeration? Not at all. Just browse the catalogs of publishers of books on science, management techniques, pedagogy, personal development, etc., and you’ll see why. It’s also enough to read or listen to neuroscience researchers to understand that they have found the “philosopher’s stone” in neuroscience. This is obviously not the case. In the field of theology, nothing can disturb the peace of mind of believers, who always have proof of God’s existence to provide. The same applies to neuroscience, where proofs are abundantly provided in which the conclusion was contained in the premises, proofs accompanied, more often than not, by polemical twists of contempt towards those who do not adhere to the new faith. What is at issue is the claim to make biology, under the name of neuroscience, an explanatory science of “mental life”. Claude Bernard, a great scientist and master of the epistemology of the life sciences, admitted that he had never found the soul under his scalpel. But in the same way, no neurobiologist has ever observed a thought with his functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) machine, for example. We can observe what happens in the brain when the subject thinks about the first chapters of the Critique of Pure Reason, or when he has an orgasm, but nobody is capable of observing transcendental aesthetics or knowing what the subject feels when he has an orgasm! We can certainly admit that depression is “linked” (how, is another matter) to serotonin reuptake in synaptic connections, but an individual who is depressed because he has lost his job and his wife has left him will never invoke serotonin reuptake as the cause of his depressive state, and rightly so! Because the real cause of depression is not biochemical, but social and psychological. We could always say that we’re being fooled by ordinary psychology and that science is showing us this hidden reality that we, poor ordinary mortals, cannot perceive! But this sort of poor man’s Platonism, which serves as the epistemology and ontology of too many scientists today, cannot convince us. Behind our world, the “world of life”, there isn’t another world, the “true world” of science, of which our world is just an illusory veil. The “world of science” is not a world, and it’s not “real”, any more than a 1:25,000-scale map is the mountain slope I hike through while sweating. The green of the meadow where cows graze peacefully is not radiation between 577 and 492 nm. A born blind man can understand 577 and 492 nm, but he can’t know what green is! As you can see, the discussion about the validity and scope of neuroscience takes us a long way towards redefining the value and scope of the natural sciences, those “sciences of fact” referred to by Husserl. The neuroscientific project is reductionist: it aims to reduce man to a perfected machine. It is accompanied by a destitution of the subject, reified and turned into a predictable being. This type of project was analyzed long ago by Herbert Marcuse in One-Dimensional Man. It has nothing to do with the medical objectives of neurobiology, a science that can help to heal, and must above all not seek to use technical procedures to secure control over the sick… or the healthy. The aim of medicine is not to create a superman! But neuroscience is proposing nothing less and nothing more than such a superman.

			

			Neuroscience is closely linked to research into artificial intelligence (AI). AI, which is as old as computer science and even a little older (see Leibniz), claims to build a machine that is the functional equivalent of the human brain, a machine capable of thinking. In fact, the first computers in France were dubbed “electronic brains”. It was Hobbes who formulated the sentence: “To think is to calculate”, taken up in another form by Leibniz, who sought a language of symbols equivalent to that of mathematics, but capable of covering the entire field of knowledge, in order to replace all the inextricable difficulties of morality and law by a “calculon” supposed to provide univocal and absolutely certain answers. It was in this extraordinary seventeenth century that the AI project took shape, whose “exploits” are sung daily by the mainstream media. It’s not just a question of these machines simulating thought, but of producing new knowledge, and above all of producing results that are more accurate and faster than the humble human can do. Properly trained AI machines are said to be far better than the best oncologists at detecting cancer. An AI machine has succeeded in deciphering a particularly damaged 2,000-year-old manuscript. Not just in place of man, but better than him! It’s not just craftsmen and workers who will have to feel ashamed before the perfection of machines, but doctors, lawyers, engineers and paleographers… 

			

			The machinic corset that encircles us modifies behavior. The whole of life must follow procedures. Public and private administrations alike operate according to procedure. Quality standards impose ways of doing things and documents to be filled in to comply with the procedure. The most extravagant standards are dictated for construction and interior installations, but also for the production of training courses. Many professions are protesting against the suffocating growth of bureaucracy. Computers have made it possible to multiply administrative documents at an apparent zero cost, since no paper is consumed. We are constantly learning how to become more agile as we move through the labyrinth. We’re like laboratory rats, whose behavior a scientist observes and looks for ways to reinforce what they’ve learned. Gradually, individuals become prostheses of the machine…

			All these trends are absolutely obvious, as soon as you try to step back a little. But it’s hard to take a step back, because procedures don’t just complicate our lives, they make it easier by reassuring us: the steps to follow are given, and those who don’t follow them quickly learn the cost. No longer waiting, getting an immediate response, no longer cluttering up your memory or rummaging through your papers, having the world at your fingertips, being able to buy and give free rein to your desires without leaving your desk or bedroom—it’s a sensation, an intoxication of power that takes hold of us. The more the individual is integrated into the system, the more he becomes an example of the average man, and the more he feels master of the world, a world that apparently revolves around him. The spectacle of the world replaces the lived world. Illusions become truer than life.

			

			For a long time, “progressives” (including the author of these lines) consoled themselves by asserting the neutrality of technoscience, whose misuse alone was to be condemned. After all, with a good knife you can prepare your food or kill your neighbor, and it’s not the knife that should be blamed, they say. But this apparent common sense intoxicates us. Following in Jacques Ellul’s footsteps, we must denounce these illusions and expose what he calls “the technological bluff”. Technology is not neutral, and neither is science! Bernard Charbonneau defended the idea that the totalitarian system is the fulfillment of all the possibilities of technology, an idea that overlaps in various respects with the theses of Herbert Marcuse in One-Dimensional Man: the industrial and technical civilization of the “consumer society” is indeed, in its essence, totalitarian, and in this development, it is essential to question our relationship to science, insofar as it claims to know the world objectively, but also our relationship to technology insofar as it sums up all our relationships with the outside world. I have already addressed these questions in a short book published in 2022, Malaise dans la science (Nouvelle Librairie). Here, I take them up again in greater depth, placing them in a broader perspective.

			In the pages that follow, I’d like to show that all these trends, which are undermining our civilization at its core, are the fruit of the expansion of the capitalist mode of production over the last six centuries, and not of unfortunate drifts that could be contained with reforms and two ladles of humanism on top! The machinery is the body of capital, and its soul is the fetish par excellence, money. The dynamic of capital is the triumph of the inert over the living. In this sense, it is impossible to undertake a serious critique of techno-scientific totalitarianism without going back to Marx’s brilliant analyses. Those who refuse to do so belong to that category of human beings of whom, according to Bossuet, God laughs [because they] deplore the effects of which they cherish the causes. 

			

			Secondly, I will show that it is life itself that is being expelled from the human world. The vital process, having been enslaved to commodity production, is now purely and simply dismantled. Biotechnology is the starting point for the “technologies of death”. This situation, dramatic in many ways, stems from the way in which Galilean science took over the living and transformed them into chemical machines. In the background, there is a purely deterministic vision of nature, which may have its practical, technical efficacy, but cannot claim to be the sole mode of access to truth. Fundamentally, it’s a question of questioning the quasi-fusion between science and technology that has been taking place since the beginning of modern times, and which today leads to the swallowing up of knowledge by technology.

			Thirdly, we will see that humanity’s ultimate refuge, thought as a property of consciousness, must be dislodged in favor of the physico-chemical sciences and mechanistic conceptions that are the common thread running through mainstream neuroscience and research into artificial intelligence technologies. This is not to deny the contributions of neurobiology, which can be very useful in medicine, but to refute the philosophical and epistemic relevance of a whole called “neurosciences”, which has at its center the “cognitive neurosciences” supposed to decode human thought and designed to improve man, to make him more “efficient”, according to the demands of the “profitability principle”. I will show the close and necessary connections between neuroscience and AI, and demonstrate that this is partly a scientific deception, partly an ideology suited to the age of “absolute capitalism”, and partly the development of techniques for formatting thoughts and colonizing consciousness.  

			

			Fourthly, I will show that all this is part of an attempt to eliminate subjectivity outright, to reduce the individual to a specimen of mass production, and to strip the human being of all depth. I will show its philosophical origins and the terrifying consequences that are already crystallizing. De-subjectification” is the common thread running through all the new forms of techno-scientific barbarism. It was already central to the Stalinist and Nazi systems, but the undertaking was carried out with frustrating means that could only hasten the downfall of these systems. Today, this de-subjectification is carried out with the most refined means, and is all the more dangerous for it—all the more dangerous for anyone who continues to believe in the eminent dignity of the individual, which sometimes seems to be no more than an idea on the verge of extinction…

			Let me conclude with the extraordinary paradox that lies at the heart of modernity. On the one hand, it presented itself as an exaltation of man’s power—you can read the real program in Pico della Mirandola’s beautiful text, On the Dignity of Man, or that other program-text, the sixth part of Descartes’ Discourse on Method. On the other hand, it projected a total enslavement of the human being, the likes of which no previous political regime had ever dreamed of. Modernity has highlighted the determinisms of nature, so as to be able to act and control it better, but it has transformed human beings into predictable, determined beings, for whom the word freedom no longer has any meaning. We have thus reached the ultimate stage of reification.

			What we need to think about here is the very possibility of human freedom, in all its meanings, and to draw the necessary political and moral consequences if we are not to resign ourselves to living and thinking like machines, i.e., becoming the living dead. The question is to know in what forms and to what extent we can still “unplug” from the machine, to get out of the matrix. In his novel, Le successeur de Pierre, Jean-Michel Truong calls “no plugs” individuals who have decided to remain free and not be locked up in the wired pyramids where the last humans live. Can we be “no plug”, “unplugged” from the megamachine made up of all networked machines? We have reason to hope. Freud, in Malaise in Civilization, said: “It does not appear that man can be induced by any means whatsoever to exchange his nature for that of a termite; he will always be inclined to defend his right to individual freedom against the will of the mass. Passions are ineliminable, and no more so than passions, the anguish of death, which the most advanced technoscience cannot soothe. Paradoxically, it is on this most archaic soil of the human species that we can found some hope of resisting the total reification of man.

			

			 

			 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter I: Dead Capital and the Machine

			Since the 17th century, to put it somewhat arbitrarily, our world has been shaped by the capitalist mode of production, even if its beginnings go back much further. The expansion of trade and the prodromes of the capitalist mode of production can sometimes be traced back to antiquity, and developed rapidly with the birth or rebirth of cities. By the end of the Middle Ages, Europe was ripe for this new mode of production. But navigation and what came to be known as the “Great Discoveries” transformed the situation. The world had become global, you might say, and was open to limitless exploitation. The Earth’s surface has been so radically transformed that many authors characterize our era as a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene. Nature has been pushed out of the human world. The world we live in is made up of concrete, glass and metal constructions, machines for working, moving, writing, listening to music and seeing images. Even thought, the impregnable domain of mankind, is now subject to the rhythm of machines and their instructions for use—which, to put it scientifically, are called algorithms. Worldwide, the productivity of human labor has become enormous, surpassing anything we could have imagined. As Marx marveled, 

			

			The bourgeoisie revealed how the brutal manifestation of force in the Middle Ages, so admired by reaction, found its natural complement in the crassest laziness. The bourgeoisie was the first to show what human activity is capable of. It created wonders other than the Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts and Gothic cathedrals; it led expeditions other than invasions and crusades.

			Communist Party Manifesto, 1848

			The development and conquest of the world by machinery is the work of capitalism. There used to be war machines and trades, but these tools were merely extensions of the warrior’s or worker’s hand. With capitalism, quantity has become quality! Jean-Marc Jancovici has a habit of counting the work done with a machine and by a machine in terms of the number of slaves: a man can develop a power of around 100 W and, therefore, if each human has an average of 30,000 kWh of energy per year, then he deduces that everything happens as if we had at our disposal a few hundred slaves working for us 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. These calculations should not be taken at face value, but they do give an idea of the extraordinary increase in labor productivity made possible by machinismo, which is no longer based on the use of human mechanical power, but on the consumption of energy derived from nature (wood, fossil fuels, hydraulic or wind power, atomic energy). But all this is not the implementation of a good philanthropic intention that would alleviate man’s suffering—in the Discourse on Method, Part Six, Descartes announces that the new science will enable us to know the forces of nature “as distinctly as we know the various trades of our craftsmen” and thus “we could employ them in the same way for all the uses to which they are suited” allowing, among other things, “the invention of an infinite number of artifices, which would enable us to enjoy the fruits of the Earth and all the conveniences found therein without any difficulty”. In reality, this was both the result and the means of the development of the capitalist mode of production, which, until the beginning of modern times, existed in its infancy only in the interstices of old society, and from then on progressively occupied all available space, including the space of our brains!

			

			The Body of Capital

			Machinism and capital are thus consubstantial. In its early forms—usury capital, land rent and even manufacturing—capital is indifferent to the means of labor. But capital is not yet truly itself. Capital, in flesh and blood, appears with large-scale industry and is embodied in machines, which if possible operate day and night all year round. In Das Kapital, Marx uses the term Maschinerie. Machinery is not a collection of machines, but a functioning system. The real living thing of capital is this machinery: a factory at a standstill is immobilized capital, capital that produces nothing, and therefore dead capital. On the other hand, capital is money, money spent to buy means of labor and labor power, and which emerges from the production cycle swollen and embellished with surplus value. For the capitalist investor, money seems a pure phantom, and its material existence has nothing to do with its real content and power: whether money is used to buy machines or to employ workers, the investor doesn’t care; what counts is the ROI, the return on investment. Machinismo and capital seem to have nothing to do with each other, just as soul and body, while substantially united, have no necessary relation to each other in Cartesian metaphysics. Yet capital only really became itself with the advent of machinismo and large-scale industry, which brought science into the production process. In the Grundrisse (manuscripts of 1857-1858), Marx writes:

			

			The science that compels the lifeless members of the machine, by virtue of their construction, to act in the desired way, like an automaton, does not exist in the consciousness of the worker, but acts upon him through the machine as a foreign force, as a force of the machine itself.

			Grundrisse, II, p. 185

			Man does not become “master and possessor” of nature through the science that enables him to build machines. Exactly the opposite will happen: science incorporated into the machine will become man’s master. 

			Machinism would have remained marginal without the development of the capitalist mode of production. It’s therefore a good idea to say that capital and machinism or machinery (to follow Jean-Pierre Lefebvre’s translation of Capital) are indeed the same thing under “two different attributes”, and if they are “the same thing”, it’s easy to understand that the very categories of thought are formed on this model. Machinery invades our lives, subdues our every gesture and behavior, regulates our activities, but, in the process, ends up becoming the paradigm dominating all our thoughts. Rational thought is a set of cogs that fit together to produce a new thought, just as a good machine “grinds” all kinds of ingredients to make a finished product. In cartoons, Chicago’s slaughterhouses were depicted as cows entering a large factory alive, with cans of corned beef at the exit. In fact, the first real modern factory was Heinz’s tomato sauce factory (1888)… In any case, our thinking must follow this model: there is input data, a “process” and, at the output, results that must conform to specifications.

			The work of capital could be summed up as follows: to transform life into machinery, i.e. to transform the living labor of living individuals, as practical sentient beings, into objectified labor, capital in machine form being nothing other than gelled labor, “coagulated” labor. To begin with, let’s recall an essential thesis of Marx’s: capital is nothing other than the process that transforms living labor into dead labor. In this sense, capital is mortifying, or the bearer of death! When Marx shows the long-term trend in the growth of constant capital relative to variable capital, he’s saying nothing else. The famous law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall is the mathematical formulation of this process. This tendency expresses the “progressive” character of the capitalist mode of production: “the increasing volume of the means of production expresses, compared with the labor power incorporated in it, the increasing productivity of labor” (Capital, I). In other words, the increasing productivity of labor is expressed in the accumulation of machines… which don’t work, but merely wear out. Of course, the capitalist doesn’t buy machines for pleasure: as long as he can do without them and benefit from cheap labor, he does. As long as the child in Kivu costs less than the excavator used to extract cobalt, he might as well use the child. But labor power can run out, it can’t be consumed 24 hours a day, and competitors can use mechanization to increase their profits by capturing a larger share of global surplus value. We are witnessing a tangle of trends and counter-trends. However, this whole process highlights the obvious contradiction: living labor alone produces value, but the dynamic of “value valorization” is that of the substitution of dead labor for living labor. When capitalists fight to save labor, they are in fact, paradoxically, fighting to lower the value of their products! This can’t go on forever! “The dead seize the living”. 

			

			Duality of Work

			So we need to return first to work in general, and then to work in the capitalist mode of production. In itself, work is ambivalent: it is both a “punishment inflicted on man”, according to the biblical curse. But, on the other hand, it is the production of life and the means by which man asserts his power. Work is the suffering of the mother who is about to give birth, but it is also the condition of childbirth. We might want to be “liberated from work”, but perhaps we’d be liberated from life at the same time! In short, work can only be grasped dialectically; it is a “contradiction on trial”.

			

			This duality of work, expounded by Hegel, Marx and others, has also been judiciously analyzed by psychoanalysis with its own categories. Indeed, there is a constraint to work that is necessary to the pursuit of human life. Constraint, because work opposes the pleasure principle and thus expresses the reality principle. Working does not mean renouncing pleasure, but deferring its satisfaction. All human societies organize this contradictory requirement in their own way. But how is it possible for the subject to defer satisfaction? Freud was to demonstrate the ambivalent nature of satisfaction—another dialectical trick! Life is a balancing act between excitation, which we can seek, and satisfaction, which brings excitation down to its lowest level. Extending Freud’s reflections, we can say that life is always affected by the death drive, which aims to return us to an inert state, or at least to the lowest level of vital excitation. It’s not for nothing that we speak of “little death” to designate the state that immediately follows orgasm. But this pattern is not limited to sexual life. Eros and Thanatos are the two great poles of life. From this point of view, by transforming nature into things that satisfy our needs, work is indeed on the side of “creative destruction”. It destroys the spontaneous order of nature, levelling hills, building bridges over rivers, transforming rock into metal and waste… It is indeed on the side of Thanatos in reducing the living to the inert. But like Eros, work, insofar as it builds civilization, also builds larger entities: human societies are gigantic organisms, bodies composed of many, many bodies. It gives rise to new forms and fights against the natural tendency towards levelling and the growth of disorder. In the face of growing entropy, work is negentropy. We can thus consider that, through work, civilization turns aggressive and destructive impulses in its favor, and also, indirectly, in favor of Eros. Civilization uses destructive impulses, which can be vital (in work, in combat rituals such as sport, or in religious manifestations) to its advantage, and transforms them into means of safeguarding the possibility of new aggregations. The work of artistic creation would be the prototype of work that offers strong libidinal satisfaction: it’s about destroying the alien being of things, of matter, to transform them into works in which the spirit recognizes and contemplates itself. In Malaise in Civilization (or Malaise in Culture, depending on the translation), Freud shows that the primary aim of civilization is to force man to work, but that this constraint can only be endured in the long term if man derives narcissistic satisfaction from it. This is the process of “sublimation”. It has often been reduced to artistic creation, but narcissistic pleasure is to be found in the sense of satisfaction derived from a job well done, “beautiful work”. Great works of art (bridges, towers, etc.) often provide this kind of satisfaction for the workers involved in their construction. It’s also what Bernard Lavilliers sings about, when he says he’d like to “work some more” to “forge red steel with [his] golden hands”.

			

			For Herbert Marcuse, the meaning of the word “sublimation” can therefore be modified: sublimation is not just impulsive repression; there could be a “non-repressive sublimation” in artistic production, and more generally in what Marx called free production or free creation. But such work is very rare in today’s society. Indeed, it may well be even rarer in a “socialist society”, as the labor necessary to sustain life is not often the object of aesthetic satisfaction… The “sadistic” character of alienated labor remains dominant. Labor, especially in the production process of modern industrial society, appears to be a sublimated destructiveness, an extroverted destruction (the hill is destroyed to make a quarry, the trees to make wood for carpentry, etc.):  

			

			However, extrovert destruction remains destruction: in most cases, its objects are actually and violently assaulted, and they are only rebuilt after partial destruction; units are divided by force and components assembled in other ways by force. Nature is literally “violated”. Only in certain categories of sublimated aggression (such as surgical practice) does such a violation directly reinforce the life of its object. Destructiveness seems more directly satisfied in breadth and depth, in civilization, than libido. 

			Marcuse, Eros and Civilization, 1955

			Destructive impulses are also sources of intense pleasure. A couple in crisis breaks dishes. Children love to destroy, and teenagers and post-adolescents who burn cars, bus shelters and garbage cans, before setting fire to stores and schools, are intoxicated. The noise of fireworks, the astonishing fascination of fighter jets taking off, the spectacle of explosions, etc., are all phenomena that attest to the power of this destructive impulse, a manifestation of the destructiveness analyzed at length by Eric Fromm.

			In ordinary times, the life drive and the death drive are linked or intertwined. One always goes with the other. But they can also disintegrate. The unbinding of the life drive and the death drive, and thus the absolute triumph of Thanatos, is what societies dominated by the capitalist mode of production gave us the terrible spectacle of during the last century, and which is flourishing today, even if the forms may change. We have seen how the highest creations of the human mind have been put at the service of the destruction of human civilization.

			Eros and Thanatos or Dr. Jekill and Mr. Hyde: this ambivalence of work, in general, is a fundamental philosophical problem, even if it’s impossible to deal with it here, which would take us too far from our subject. Suffice it to say that we are never content with what we have, and always want new constructions, new productions for our comfort or pleasure, and that, deep down, many of us like to work to see what comes out of our own being: the amateur gardener or the Sunday tinkerer are significant examples of this thirst for work. But at the same time, we’re looking to reduce working hours, to replace human labor with machines, and we’re raving about the wonders of human ingenuity. All things that can’t be explained by the appetite to get rich. Reducing work to torture, following the dubious etymology of tripalium, the instrument used to punish slaves who tried to escape, is a dead end. Not all work is forced labor. After a day’s work or a lifetime’s work, rest is welcome, but we also occupy our leisure time by working, cultivating our garden or tinkering. Work is pain and pleasure, indissolubly, and in this it expresses human life—work is the essence of man, as Marx would say. 

			

			A society dominated by the capitalist mode of production pushes the contradictions of work to the limit. No society has exalted work so much, but none has made it such a living hell. As a result, it’s hard to understand what work is, independently of the mode of production in which it takes place.

			The Concept of Dead Work

			We now need to understand labor in a specific form, and return to the fundamental points of Marx’s analysis. Indeed, any serious reflection on labor must, at one point or another, tackle the present form in which labor appears on a massive scale, i.e., the capital-labor relation or, to put it more concisely, capital itself, since capital is not a thing, but a social relation. 

			Let’s approach this problem from a very specific angle, starting with the concept of “dead labor”. The concept of dead labor clearly plays a very important role in Marx’s thought. It is the necessary flip-side of living labor, and in the opposition between living and dead labor undoubtedly lies the crux of the “critique of political economy”, as Marx called his undertaking, which was indeed intended to be in some way scientific, but which never aimed at the construction of a “science of economics”. Marx wrote lapidary: 

			

			Capital is dead labor, which only comes alive by sucking like a vampire on living labor, and which is all the more alive the more it sucks.

			Capital, I, 1875 

			It’s important to understand what Marx means by this. From a certain point of view, any product, in any form of society, is “objectified” labor: the carpenter’s subjective power, intelligence and energy are reflected in the piece of furniture. But in the capitalist mode of production, something else happens: the worker has sold his labor power, and it has thus become part of capital, which uses it as it pleases, just as any consumer can use the things he has acquired. Labor no longer appears as a finalized activity, but as an element in the capitalist production process. 

			The domination of the capitalist mode of production thus produces a veritable inversion of the real: it confers magical power on inert things and relegates human power to the rank of things. An arm or a leg are organs in the same way as a machine tool or a welding robot. The analysis of the commodity, the very cell of bourgeois society, makes this clear. Human labor “naturally” produces things useful to human life. This is its most essential object, and in so doing, says Marx, it produces human life itself. In its most immediate form, this work presents no mystery: the producer plants potatoes or weaves wool for use by himself, his family or the social group to which he belongs. Roles are often divided: some people hunt, others cultivate yams. Then, the products of the work are divided up, first according to need—it’s important to ensure that the children can grow up—or according to custom. As soon as the work product exceeds immediate needs, the surplus is first used for ornamentation and sacrifices, to ingratiate oneself with the gods, but also for gifts to ensure the giver’s social status—see the potlach ritual. Things began to change when commercial exchange was instituted. All this took a long time to come about, requiring major social and political transformations (the birth of states and administrations) and the appearance of money. The commodity only takes on its developed form with the capitalist mode of production, which generalizes the commodity form (the wealth of societies dominated by capital appears as an immense accumulation of commodities, as Capital begins).

			

			The commodity is not a thing, but a form that expresses a social relationship between men as a relationship between things. This is called “commodity fetishism”—fetishism being understood in the sense of fetishist religions. The mystery is this: how can we exchange commodities, i.e. consider that “x commodity A = y commodity B”? These two commodities are things of qualitatively different utility, of different form and material, and so on. Taken in themselves, as things belonging to the sensible world, they are incommensurable: there is no common measure between 15 meters of cloth, a quintal of wheat, or an electric battery. The only quality they have in common is that they are products of human labor, human labor now coagulated, gelled (all these words are Marx’s). Each commodity is produced because it corresponds to something useful for the potential buyer, something that is subjectively determined: some have spiritual needs and will buy a Bible, others have needs for spirits and will acquire a bottle of cognac! These needs have no quantitative relationship. Similarly, the printer’s business and the winegrower’s business are qualitatively different and require different, incomparable subjective investments. But by the time they reach the market, goods have lost their flavor, their smell, their shape, they’ve become exchange values, things bearing a label, their price. The shimmering world of living human reality gives way to the cold world of calculation. Commodities are the realm of abstraction. Relationships between men, between butcher and carpenter, between printer and winemaker, are now presented as relationships between things, themselves reduced, according to the precepts of modern science, to mathematical formulations. We have left the real world to enter the world of economists, a world that will present itself as “the real world”, when in fact it is only a fantasy, a hallucinated projection, since what is dead—money, machines, etc.—seems to be endowed with life, while the living, human labor power, disappears in the capitalist furnace. Paraphrasing Marx, Guy Debord begins The Society of the Spectacle (1967) as follows:

			

			The whole life of societies in which modern conditions of production prevail is shaping up as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that used to be directly experienced has been distanced in a representation.

			 

			This is neither parody nor mere paraphrase. Debord is saying the same thing as Marx. In fact, he puts this quotation from Ludwig Feuerbach at the beginning of the first chapter:

			And no doubt our time… prefers the image to the thing, the copy to the original, representation to reality, appearance to being… What is sacred for him is only illusion, but what is profane is truth. What’s more, the sacred grows in his eyes as truth diminishes and illusion grows, so that the height of illusion is also for him the height of the sacred. 

			Preface to the second edition of The Essence of Christianity, 1841

			Elucidating the nature of the commodity opens the way to understanding the nature of capital, since the commodity is the “cell” of bourgeois society. The commodity, far from being a trivial thing, easy to understand, is in fact the site of a veritable metaphysical puzzle, in the truest sense of the word, for the commodity is certainly a sensible thing, with concrete qualities that make it a thing destined to satisfy particular human needs, but it is at the same time, as a value, a thing that does not fall under common sense (a “social thing”, as Marx would say). For exchange to be possible, for a given quantum of commodity A to be exchanged for a given quantum of commodity B, a whole social process must be completed, stabilizing the value relationship between the two commodities at a given time and place. This is why the mystery of the commodity can only be unraveled at the end of the development of exchange. When exchange is regulated by a set of writings passed on by computer means, we have reached the end of the process of abstraction that is commodity exchange, since exchange no longer exchanges anything material, not even “hard” money, but bytes circulating on networks. 

			

			We need to develop this essential transition from the subjective to the objective, from the worker’s personal activity to the objectified thing that is the commodity. For Marx, productive activity is one, if not the fundamental dimension of “human nature”. In different forms, this idea is common to both his early writings—the Manuscripts of 1844 and The German Ideology (1845)—and his mature writings. To produce the conditions of our existence, and thus to produce our own life, is what distinguishes man from other animals. But to produce is not to “work”, if by work we mean what is most commonly understood today, namely a salaried activity whose purpose is the general equivalent of money. In productive activity, people express what they are. The starting point is subjectively experienced desire. Productive activity manifests this subjective impulse of desire and objectifies itself in the production of an object that now stands before the producer, available for enjoyment (consumption or use). The point of arrival is as much subjectivity as the point of departure. Objectivized work is merely the subject’s mediation towards itself. Of course, all productive activity requires tools and means of work, which are the result of prior production, and it might seem arbitrary to make the subject the point of departure: after all, what determines (or, at least, conditions) the subject are the objective conditions he finds ready-made, which can be held to be “amassed” labor—and not only that, since nature provides the objective conditions of production free of charge. In reality, these “objective conditions” that individuals find ready-made do not determine their activity. Rather, they condition it: under similar conditions, individuals may very well embark on very different paths, each time constructing specific social relations.

			

			From the point of view of capitalist production, that is, from the point of view of capital, the whole process is one of the self-valorization of value, from which stems the investor’s own illusion that money produces or “works”, an illusion that is repeated at every turn by the official economic doctrine of the “new production of value”, the one that seems to emerge from nothing in financial transactions or in purely speculative operations such as the creation of crypto-currencies. This illusion had already been denounced by Aristotle under the name of “chrematistics”, that “unnatural” activity in which money gives birth to money as a father gives birth to his son.

			But at the same time, the capitalist must, in his calculations, “assume that constant capital is = 0”, a “disconcerting operation at first sight”, says Marx, who notes, however, that capitalists routinely use it to evaluate earnings. Obviously, there is no production without machines, raw materials, etc., but from the point of view of analysis, this is not the most important thing: 

			For variable capital to work, constant capital must be advanced in corresponding proportions, depending on the specific technical character of the work process. But the fact that retorts and other containers are needed for a chemical process does not prevent us from disregarding the retorts at the time of analysis. (Op. cit.)

			

			 

			Marx clearly contrasts the two points of view: that of the worker and that of the capitalist. From the worker’s point of view, the relationship to the means of production is not a relationship to capital, but to a mere means. As Marx puts it, “in a tannery, for example, the worker treats the hides simply as his object of labor. It is not to the capitalist that he tans the leather.” But from the capitalist’s point of view, that is, from the point of view of the capital valorization process, the situation is completely reversed. 

			The means of production are immediately transformed into a means of monopolizing the labor of others. It is no longer the worker who employs the means of production, but the means of production that employ the worker (Op. cit.).

			 

			This inversion means that life is now on the side of capital. And Marx regards this transformation as a perversion. 

			The simple metamorphosis of money into the objective factors of the production process, into the means of production, metamorphoses the latter into legal titles, into coercive rights to other people’s labor and surplus labor. In conclusion, we’ll use an example to show how this inversion, which characterizes capitalist production, how this very perversion of the relationship between dead and living labor, between value and the force that creates value, is reflected in the consciousness of capitalist skulls. (Op. cit.)

			 

			This is followed by a passage on the English manufacturers’ revolt of 1848-1850 against the limitation of the working day. In a newspaper article, a Scottish manufacturer estimates that if the working day is reduced from 12 to 10 hours, his machines will be reduced to 10/12ths of their value. In other words, our capitalist confuses the value of his means of production with their ability to swallow a certain quantum of human labor. Life has passed from labor to the machine. Dead labor seems alive after having absorbed the vital energy of the worker. We can see why living labor seems to bring the means of production back from the realm of the dead.

			

			This inversion and perversion of the relationship between dead and living labor only comes into full play when technical means give it its full extension, i.e. when machinismo, and in particular automatic machines, make their entry into industry. Here, we need to return to the precise analysis of the transition from manufacture to factory, and at the same time from the formal to the real submission of labor to capital. In chapter XIII, “Machinery and large-scale industry”, Marx points out that “it is during the very process of labor that the means of labor, because of its transformation into an automaton, comes face to face with the worker as capital, as dead labor that dominates and sucks up the living force of labor”.

			This clearly shows how inseparable technology is from social relations: the worker’s position in relation to the machine as a means of labor derives from the fact that the machine is not the worker’s means, but the instrument by which capital pumps out living labor. But, conversely, without appropriate technology, the domination of capital over labor and the inversion of the relationship between dead and living labor cannot be achieved. This eliminates the theses of a certain Marxism that distinguishes “productive forces” (including science and technology), which are neutral and ultimately good in themselves, from capitalist “relations of production”, which are to be rejected. Taken on its own, the machine is a technical object, a dead thing, but in the hands of the capitalist, i.e. when it functions as capital, it is the means of domination that comes alive with the life pumped out of the worker.

			Nowhere is this perversion more visible and unbearable than in child labor. If the primary function of the machine is to supplement muscular strength, we can immediately understand how it has become the ideal means of employing workers with little muscular strength. Hence the development of women’s and children’s work, made possible by machinismo. Marx often compares capital to Shylock, the usurer in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, who demands his pound of flesh. Capital is particularly fond of the tender flesh of children. If machinery revolutionizes the formal mediation of the capitalist relation from top to bottom, it’s for the following reason: 

			

			On the basis of commodity exchange, the first precondition was that the capitalist and the worker faced each other as free persons, as independent possessors of commodities, one of money and the means of production, the other of labor power. But now, capital buys miners or half-miners. In the past, the worker sold his own labor power, which, as a formally free person, he had at his disposal. Now he sells his wife and children, becoming a slave trader (Op. cit).

			 

			Marx recalls how a special law on spinning mills exempted the children they hired from compulsory schooling. He quotes an 1846 report: “The delicacy of the fabric required a sensitivity of the fingers that could only be guaranteed by early entry into the factory”, and adds: “to obtain these delicate fingers, children were completely slaughtered, as horned beasts are slaughtered in southern Russia for their fat and skin.” A little further on, Marx compares capital to a vampire that sucks the blood of the worker and “does not let go as long as there is still a muscle, a nerve, a drop of blood to exploit.”

			Dead labor is not simply so named by virtue of a metaphorical usage, but because capital actually belongs to the world of the undead. Just as value is coagulated, solidified labor (the value of a commodity is equal to the time of social labor incorporated into it), so capital is first and foremost the expression of the past. It is what is now lifeless. Here again is a particularly telling expression: in the process of capital valorization,

			

			[…] the means of production appear only as vampires, only as the means of valorizing present values and thus of capitalizing them. And so, […] the means of production, precisely for this reason, appear once again, opposite living labor, as the expression of capital eminently, and in fact, they now appear as the domination of dead past labor over living labor. 

			“Le chapitre VI” [Manuscrits de 1863-1867], GEME-Éditions Sociales, 2010, p. 1128-129

			Capital is nothing other than accumulated labor (the means of labor), and it is therefore the result of productive labor (living labor) transformed into objectified labor that stands before the worker as his master. The repetition of the verb “to appear” indicates, incidentally, what is at work in this whole “critique of political economy”, namely the social genesis of the forms of consciousness. If reality appears in this way—if dead labor dominates living labor—it’s because social reality has undergone a decisive transformation: 

			[…] it is not living labor that is realized in object labor as in its objective organ, but it is object labor that preserves and multiplies itself through the absorption of living labor, and thus becomes valorizing value, capital, as such (Ibid.).

			 

			This transformation, a veritable inversion of vital teleology, affects not only the worker. The capitalist, as a living individual, is also in some way absorbed by capital: 

			[…] the functions exercised by the capitalist are only the functions exercised with the consciousness and will of capital—of the value that valorizes itself through the absorption of living labor—itself. The capitalist performs his functions only as personified capital, capital as a person, just as the worker performs his functions only as personified labor, which belongs to him in terms of suffering and effort, whereas it belongs to the capitalist as the substance that creates and multiplies value, and as such appears in fact as an element incorporated into capital in the process of production as its living, variable factor. The capitalist’s domination over the worker is therefore the domination of thing over man, of dead labor over living labor, of product over producer. (Ibid.)

			

			 

			At the same time, it’s obvious that this is not “really” the case: in reality, it’s always the activity of living individuals that is primary, and money is not the cause of money as the father is the cause of his son, to use Aristotle’s expression again. But the real world is reversed in the brains of the actors, as in a “camera oscura”, as Marx put it. A sinister spectacle.

			The expression “dead labor” is neither purely metaphorical nor hyperbolic. It concentrates a cluster of converging issues and analyses that recur throughout Marx’s work, whether in the preparatory manuscripts for Capital or in Capital itself. While we can always quibble about certain concepts found in the Grundrisse that seem to disappear in Capital, we find nothing of the sort with “dead labor”. It’s in all his writings. 

			Insofar as this individual subjective activity was indissolubly linked to the producer (the worker), it formed the basis of his property. Thus, when the separation occurs between living labor, on the one hand, and the means and product of his labor, on the other, this separation is expropriation. Marxists are wont to criticize the principle of private property as the capitalist principle par excellence. But all too often, they forget that the triumph of the capitalist mode of production is conditional on the mass expropriation of independent producers, and thus the large-scale annihilation of property! There’s something strange here, something that seems incoherent if you confuse Marx and Marxism. According to the Marxist vulgate, the end of small independent property (agricultural or artisanal) is the condition for the great historical advance that is the triumph of the capitalist mode of production, which, by generalizing the wage condition, would be the antechamber to communism, i.e. to the collectivism presented by orthodox Marxism as the realized communist ideal. 

			

			And yet, when Marx describes “primitive accumulation” in England, with the terrible expropriation of Scottish or Irish peasants first, he is clearly on the side of these independent peasants against the perpetrators of “capitalist progress”. As Michel Henry notes: 

			In contrast to this state, which seems idyllic in retrospect, capitalism is judged to be in a state of decomposition, despite the tremendous boost it gives to production. 

			Marx, vol. 2, 1976

			Capitalism is not initially on the side of life, only to become rotten, in “putrefaction”, as Lenin put it, when it ages and becomes imperialism, or when we reach the “third age” of capitalism (to use Ernest Mandel’s phrase)—again, this is what the Marxist vulgate says. Capitalism has been on the side of death from its very origins. Its prodigious exploits (and they are!) are ultimately a long process of preparation for what Gunther Anders called “the obsolescence of man”. It follows that resistance to machines, like the “Luddite” revolts, is not a “reactionary” movement, but rather the resistance of living individuals to the death promised to them.

			When the conditions of life become alien to the worker, the worker necessarily falls under the domination of dead labor. The domination of life by “things”, the accumulation of commodities as the sole purpose of life, the alienation of consumer society are nothing other than different expressions of this fundamental principle of the domination of capital, i.e. the domination of value-oriented production.

			

			Thirdly, the concept of dead labor allows us to really understand what Marx means by abstract labor. Commodity exchange assumes that all goods can be reduced to a common measure, expressed in an amount of money. If we accept Marx’s thesis (taken over in part from classical political economy) that value is nothing other than coagulated labour time—or objectified, i.e. dead, labour—then we must admit that the productive labour (or rather the sum of different productive labours) required to produce a suit of clothes is rigorously comparable to the productive labour required for 20 metres of canvas (to take the examples from the first section of Capital). This presupposes that we disregard the qualitative differences—skill required, drudgery, possible interest—between the various jobs. When Marx speaks of abstract labor, this word must be understood in its strongest sense: abstract labor is that from which all qualities have been abstracted, that in which all trace of sensitive practical activity, of subjectivity, has been annihilated. 

			It’s not just a theoretical formula, a word for philosophers. Theoretical categories express social relationships, and abstract labor refers to a palpable reality, that of the division of labor, its meticulous sequencing by methods offices, and Fordist or Toyotist production. Simone Weil has accurately described what labor produces in the modern factory:

			Here I am at a machine. Counting fifty coins… placing them one by one on the machine, on one side, not on the other… each time manipulating a lever… removing the coin… placing another… another… counting again… I’m not going fast enough. I’m already getting tired. I have to force myself, to prevent a moment’s pause between one movement and the next. Faster, even faster! […] How many have I done in the last ten minutes? I’m not going fast enough. I’m still pushing myself, and little by little the monotony of the task leads me to daydreaming. For a few moments, I think of many things. Sudden awakening: how much have I done? It can’t be enough. Don’t dream. Force it again. If only I knew how many to make! I look around me! Nobody looks up, ever. No one smiles. No one says a word. How lonely! I do 400 pieces an hour. Is that enough? As long as I keep up this pace, at least… […] Here comes the foreman. “How many do you make? 400 an hour? You need 800. Otherwise I won’t keep you on. If you make 800 from now on, I might agree to keep you on. He speaks without raising his voice. Why should he raise his voice, when one word can cause so much anguish? What can he say? “I’ll try.” Force. Force again. Overcome every second this disgust, this disgust that paralyzes. Faster. Double the pace.

			

			“La vie et la grève des ouvrieres métallos”, published in La révolution prolétarienne, 1936

			An impeccable description of the insidious transformation of the individual into a machine! The fact that Chaplin’s Modern Times version of assembly-line work has sometimes given way to more sophisticated organization changes nothing. The “just in time” of Toyotism means the precise timing of every gesture and every word, and the implementation of procedures designed to ensure that the worker is directly involved in producing 60 seconds per minute—whereas the old Fordist organization was far less efficient (no more than 45 seconds per minute). Even sectors that seemed to be reserved for human relations (customer reception, for example) have been subjected to this cut-and-dried approach: see call centers, where operators, following a strict protocol, enunciate standard phrases and have to calibrate their customer relations time as precisely as possible. To ensure that instructions are carried out correctly, they are monitored from a central computer station, from which nothing escapes. This abstract work is, in the final analysis, work from which all life has been removed, reduced to mechanics. Charlie Chaplin makes us laugh in Les temps modernes, by applying the Bergsonian recipe for laughter: applying the mechanical to the living. But it’s more like a funeral face.

			

			Finally, the concept of dead labor, as we have sketched out, is inseparable from another concept, developed above all by Lukács and his disciples: the concept of reification. This concept of reification (the becoming thing of the living) was developed not by Marx, but by some of his less conformist followers, those who managed, at least in part, to remain free from the yoke of official Marxism, such as Lukács and certain philosophers of the Frankfurt School. For Lukács, reification means first and foremost the colonization of the lived world by the representations imposed by the domination of value. But if Marx doesn’t use the word, the concept is there. Chapter I, IV of Capital, devoted to the analysis of commodity fetishism, clearly explains what we’re talking about. Strictly speaking, fetishism consists in giving a sacred value to a being in our world. When Marx speaks of the fetish nature of the commodity, it is in relation to the anthropological analyses that deal with it. Commodity fetishism makes value and its monetary embodiment the true living power, turning living labor into a thing, with workers becoming significantly “human resources”.

			 

			The question of dead labor is thus at the very heart of Marxian critical theory. It’s a concept that Marx uses to understand the historical destiny of the capitalist mode of production. The law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall is the shibboleth of scientific Marxism (or rather of those who claim to make Marxism the true science of economics). This law is not a law analogous to the laws of physics that would enable predictions to be made. The downward trend in the rate of profit is not an “economic” law discovered by experience, nor a necessary theorem derived from a theoretical system, but the inevitable consequence of the principle of the substitution of dead labor for living labor, which itself finds its ultimate origin in the dual nature of the commodity. Indeed, the accumulation of capital necessarily tends to increase the share of dead labor (constant capital, especially machinery) in relation to living labor. It is for this reason that the rate of profit must tend to fall, as the share of free labor extorted from the worker falls by fat. And the actions of capitalists can be seen essentially as a set of means implemented to counteract this fall in the rate of profit (accelerating capital turnover, increasing labor productivity through machinismo and time-hunting, etc.).
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