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CAPITAL IS DEAD 

how large the leading tech companies now are, measured by market 

capitalization.) 

It is not just tech companies, however. As an example, let's look 

at a company that is hardly thought of as a tech sector marvel, but 

which happens to be the largest private employer in the United States: 

Walmart. 24 It's a company most would think of as a retailer. Walmart 

became famous both for selling very cheap consumer products and 

also for its ruthless exploitation of its workers and suppliers. On 

closer examination it is more of a logistics company, which succeeded 

also through using information to organize the flows of goods and 

labor through its distribution system. It was an early adopter among 

retailers of computerization. It even bought its own satellite to more 

efficiently manage its own data. Early on, founder Sam Walton found 

likely locations for stores by scouting from his own private plane, but 

this soon gave way to a "data-driven" approach. 25 

Walmart's infrastructure has a hub and spoke form, with box stores 

clustered arou~d distribution centers. What is less well known is that 

it has almost as many data centers as physical distribution centers, and 

they are about as large. The parts that the consumer sees-the big box 

stores, the endless trucks on the road-are a physical e~ression of a 

computerized logistical system that determines where tliey will be and 

what they will do. It takes about as much infrastructure to organize 

the information as it does to organize the distribution of the physical 

stuff that ends up on the shelves, and with good reason: those data 

centers have to analyze all of the products and labor in motion and 

predict, out of every possible combination, what disposition of goods 

and labor should come next, and at every moment: 

Those who shop there generate a fair amount of the information 

that drives the company. It is an asymmetrical exchange. You get a 

cheap pack of twelve toilet rolls. Walmart gets to add information 

about your actions into a predictive model that governs its business 
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decisions. Those who work for Walmart are exploited, labor. So too 

are those all the way down the supply chain to the factories and farms. 

And yet on top of that is something else: the extraction not just of 

physical labor from the bodies of workers, but the extraction of infor

mation from shoppers that Walmart does not even pay in exchange. 

It is ~his additional process-this information extraction process 

-that interests me. It turns out not to be unique to "tech," but rather 

an increasingly common "business model," and one not all that well 

described by classical models of capitalism. Maybe there are new 

forms of exploitation, inequality, and asymmetry as a layer on top 
of the old ones we' re more used to. 

Let's take a look at the second largest private employer in the 

United States: Amazon. It sells a product called Echo, which you put 

in your home somewhere so it can spy on you with its seven direc

tional microphones. Some people are rather suspicious of this, but 

somehow the Amazon brand convinces many that this is okay. The 

Echo connects you to Alexa, an artificial intelligence whose objective 

is to learn your habits, needs, and desires-and service them. Over 

time it will get better at servicing you with information and products, 

and it will add what it learns from you to the matrix of what it knows 

about everybody. Your job, for which you are not getting paid, is to 

train a machine to know what the "human" is when seen entirely from 
the perspective of consuming. 26 

Echo and Alexa also hide from you everything that mediates 

between your enunciation of a desire and Amazon's fulfillment of 

it. Echo is the top layer of what Benjamin Bratton calls the stack. 27 

Your desire has to be parsed into a form a machine can understand; 

that's the job of this interface layer. 28 The interface also positions you 

in relation to it, and to the rest of the stack, as a particular kind of 

subject: you are a user. Let's say you are a user who wants a book. 

You say: "Alexa, order me a copy of Capital by Karl Marx." Once 
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you confirm that this is what you really want, this information will 

pass as if it were a vector, a particular kind of line, through a whole 

other series of layers of stack infrastructure, which will return this 

product to you, either immediately (if it is an e-book) or in a day or 

two (if it is a physical object). Each such expressed desire becomes a 

unique vector through a layered space that-can fulfill an almost infinite 

number of desires, so long as they all take the form of a user asking 

an interface to satisfy a demand with a commodity. It does not really 

let you want or be much else. 29 

Your desire becomes a vector that will pass through many more 

layers of the stack. Bratton calls these the address, city, cloud, and 

earth layers. The address layer knows where you are, and it knows 

where the book that you want is, and it can calculate the optimal 

return vector to get one to the other to fulfill this desire. The city 

layer is where the physical part of the infrastructure resides. There 

is a warehouse, somewhere. 30 There is a server farm, somewhere; 

there are Amazon offices that design and manage and sell all this 

stuff-somewhere. 

The cloud layer connects all these sites and many others together 

and performs the operations on the information gathered from all of 

them not only to fulfill orders and manage every vector, but also to 
\ 

learn from the aggregate of all of these actions arid predict how else 

to extract information from them.31 The earth layer is that from which 

the resources and energy to make and run this whole vast edifice to 

the digitized commodity are extracted. 32 Those resources are fed 

into sites of production that will make that book you ordered, or the 

t-shirt, or the sex toy, or.whatever. 

These sites of production too can be anywhere. A sophisticated 

logistics tracks and manages the flows of energy, labor, resources, and 

finished products through them.33 The sites are usually where labor 

is cheap, exploitable, and held captive by borders and where there 
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are few environmental regulations, but where ~ere is a functional 

infrastructure of transport and shipping to move the resources and 

labor to the factory and the products out to some gated community 

nation in the overdeveloped part of the world where people get to 

order books or phones or Echos from Amazon. Container loads of 

those products sit, probably not for very long, in a warehouse where 

• workers known as pickers dash about retrieving the products to meet 

the orders without even the time to stop for a toilet break, as all of 
their movements are tracked and measured in real time.34 

Certainly, a lot of what just happened here could be called cap

italism. Labor was corralled into factories and made to work long 

hours to make stuff. Other labor drove trucks or sat in call centers 

answering calls from irate users whose stuff did not arrive. But maybe 

there is something else here as well. Not just the exploitation of labor 

through the owning and controlling of the forces of production, but 

also the extraction of what you might call surplus information, out 

of individual workers and consumers, in order to build predictive 

models which further subordinate all activity to the same informa

tion political economy. One where you are nothing but a user, and 

everything you do within hearing range of Echo, or every movement 

you make with your cellphone, or everything you do on your laptop, 

or everything recorded of you or about you as you go about your 

daily life, is captured by a vector and fed into computation to figure 

out how better to use you for the greater glory of Amazon, Google, 

Apple or some other company, owned and controlled by a new kind 
of ruling class, the vectoralist class. To the vector the spoils. 

Why is there so much resistance to even thinking about whether all 

this is a component of a new mode of production? I start in Chapter 1 

with why we want to believe this is capitalism even if we hate it. If you 

take a step back, this really does seem a bit odd. Even its opponents 

have started to imagine that Capital is eternal. Perhaps it's time to 
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One could debate endlessly whether this is what Marx really meant, 

but I think that's a fair condensation of how many have heard him. 

It's a sort of ur-version of Marx that has become something of a 

refrain. Or even a myth. There are actually two main variants of the 

myth here about negation. Either capitalism negates itself, brought 

to ruin by its own contradictions. Or it is negated by f- subject that 

it produces as its own negation, the working dass. In either variant, 

one thing is key: until the moment of negation, capitalism can change 

its appearances but never its essence. Its essence can only be negated 

by contradiction or struggle. Assorted variant tunes spill out of this 

rhetorical frame, mutating like genres of techno music. 
There are other ways to perform variations on Marx's combinatory 

of terms. For instance, one can swap out the abstract verb negation and 

· replace it with acceleration. This approach was popular again in the 

early twenty-first century, as it was in the early twentieth century.
13 

Here the idea is that there's nothing that can negate capital, either 

in its own contradictions or in the force it produces in and against 

itself. Rather, the best one can do is accelerate it to its end, toward a 

Promethean leap into another mode of production.
14 

But note that 

this is not as much a change in tune as its advocates _like to imagine. 

It leaves intact the mythic form of Capital as an essence. 
Yet faith in either the negation or acceleration of Capital has grown 

faint. The essence of Capital is eternal-this is the striking feature of 

how it is now imagined. 15 Naturally, those who love it embrace this 

thought. It n~eds merely to be perfected by our love. This is some

times called (with a stunning lack of imagination) neoliberalism. But 

what is even stranger is that those who do not love it seem to agree.
16 

The essence of Capital is eternal. It goes on forever, and everything 

is an expression of its essence. Capital is the essence expressed every

where, and its expression is tending to become ever more total. 
The other side of the eternal essence of Capital is its ever-changing 

24 

The Sublime Language of My Century 

appearances. Change is accounted for through the use of modifi

ers. Its appearances can even be periodized. There was merchant 

capitalism, then liberal capitalism, then monopoly capitalism, then 

neoliberal capitalism. (Let's not even mention that other and more 

problematic category, the Asiatic mode of production, because that 

was not supposed to have a history. 17
) 

There's some ambiguity as to what to call the current stage, 

however. It could be disaster, cognitive, semio, neuro, late, biopolitical, 

neoliberal, or posifordist capitalism, to name just a few options. 18 Note 

that the last two are temporal modifications to a modifier: neoliberal, 

postfordist. Could there be any better tribute to the complete enerva

tion of the imaginal faculty by capitalism, or whatever it is, that this 

is the best our poets can do? 19 Modify the modifier? 
Besides adding modified modifiers to the sacred category of 

Capital, another variant is worth a mention, one that works on differ

ent terms within the combinatory. This is a poetics that opens a split 

within its essential categories. Its partisans tend to go a bit overboard 

with the binary difference between two terms that emerges out of the 

split, although they have not been so bold as to break too much with 

the essence of capitalism. Rather, it worked like this: there used to be 

material labor; now there is immaterial labor. It's a different kind of 

labor. It's the opposite! But what this labor produces, and is exploited 

by, is still only a modified capitalism, a cognitive capitalism.20 It's not 

material any more. Capitalism itself is about ideas. 

It's striking how much one can get carried away with the play of 

language and forget to look at the world. Somehow, I don't think the 

tens of millions of industrial workers in China perceive their work 

as immaterial. 21 Nor does this strange immaterial labor of the over

developed world happen without an extensive technical apparatus, 

indeed a whole new suite of forces of production, a stack of vectors, 

an infrastructure-call it what you like. 
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All of this takes as a given the transmission of Marx common to 

non-Marxist and even post-Marxist philosophers and other human

ities or social science scholars and the not very different approach of 

rather scholastic party functionaries of Marxism's "classical" period. 
48 

There are other readers of Marx, and some of them are poets, or who 

read as poets do. Modern poets, less interested in the meaning of the 

texts ( the always deferred signified) than in the signs themselves ( the 

materiality of the signi.fier).49 One that has been of particular use to 

me is something that is much less a method of reading and more a 

procedure for writing: what Guy Debord called detournement.
50 

The 

word includes the sense of the detour, the turning aside, a hijacking 

but also a seduction. 
Debord: "The device of detournement restores all their subversive 

qualities to past critical judgments that have congealed into respect

able truths ... The defining characteristic of this use of detournement 

is the necessity for distance to be maintained toward whatever has 

been turned into an official verity ... Ideas improve. The meaning 

of words has a part in this improvement. Plagiarism is necessary, 

progress implies it. Staying close to an author's phrasing, plagiarism 

exploits his expressions, erases false ideas, replaces them with correct 

ideas ... Detournement is the antithesis of quotation, of .a theoretical 

authority invariably tainted if only because it has become quotable, 

because it is now a fragment torn away from its context, from its 

own movement ... Detournement is, by contrast, the fluid language 

of anti-ideology ... Detournement founds its cause on nothing but 

its own truth as critique at work in the present."
51 

Debord 's writing itself is a brilliant detourneme.nt of Marx and 

Lautreamont (and much else), one that generated a style (and some 

fresh concepts) for understanding the historical moment of the mid

twentieth century. Marx: "The wealth of those societies in which the 

capitalist mode of production prevails, presents itself as an immense 
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accumulation of commodities ... " Debord: "The whole life of those 

societies in which modern conditions of production prevail presents 
itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles."52 

And so, once more, comrades, if we would become critics of our 

times! Let's try some more detournement to produce some different 

language out of that which comes down to us, rather than trying to 

interpret.the eternal essence of the text as if we could reproduce it 

as more of the same. To practice the style of negation today requires 
the negation of some old styles. 

But how do we broach the question of style in Marx? For Keston 

Sutherland Capital needs readers rather than "curators of concepts. "53 

Capital is written in clashing styles, aimed at a readership Marx knew 

to be divided by class. To the bourgeois reader, aping genteel sensi

bilities, Marx addresses himself as a satirist, writing at the expense of 

the myths the bourgeois lives by. For instance, Sutherland claims that 

Marx's famous overture on the fetish character of the commodities 

has been "influenti~lly mistranslated" in accounts that try to master 
the text by extracting its concepts.54 

Commodity fetishism is not a misapprehension of the commod

ity. 55 Marx is saying something about the making of the commodity 

itself. Human labor is not just abstracted into a homogenous quantity 

in the commodity form. Labor gets minced and boiled into Gal

lerte: aspic, meat jelly. Or in today's terms into something like what 

appears in those truly disgusting online videos that show the extru

sion from some machine of that major ingredient of hamburgers: 
pink goo. 

Sutherland: "The living hands, muscles and nerves of the wage 

laborer are mere 'animal substances,' ingredients for the feast of the 

capitalist."56 Marx's image of what happens to labor is not a genteel 

conceptual abstraction but a vulgar image from industrial butchery. 

"The object of Marx's satire on abstract human labor is not the worker 
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CAPITAL IS DEAD 

reduced to a condiment but the bourgeois consumer who eats him 

for breakfast."
57 

Capital is "a work of sustained, aggressively satirical detournement 

in which the risks and failures of style are arguments in themselves, 

irreducible to theoretical proposition." 58 Elsewhere, Marx detourns 
phrases from Dante, Goethe, and Shakespeare, erasing false ideas, 

replacing them with correct ones. The fetish character of commod

ities is a detournement of a work of racist ethnography by Charles 

De Brosse. 59 

In the De Brosse source text, the genteel and enlightened reader 

is first astonished that stupid "savages" worship fetishes, but disci

plines this astonishment into knowledge. In Marx it is the reverse. 

The commodity appears at first as something rational and known to 

, the genteel sensibility, but on closer inspection is quite astonishing. 

It is we, gentle reader, who are stupid before the fetish. There is no 

reconciliat~on to this strange thing. It has to be abolished. 
To write after Marx is not to claim a genteel mastery of con-

cepts alone. Where I would press on (which Sutherland very likely 

wouldn't) is to suggest that one way to restore a certain vulgar energy 

to writing might be to take Marx's tactics of detournement and apply \ 

them to the concepts of eternal Capital that have been extracted 

from Capital itself in certain genteel readings and perpetuated as a 

kind of myth. 
The truth of the matter is that Marxist writing itself became ideo-

logical. Its acquiescence to the sense of capitalism being eternal is 

one sure sign of this. Hence the necessity of the gesture, the thought 

experiment, of declaring: Capital is dead. It is dead like God before 

it, and as with that discovery, to announce this is treated in the "mar

ketplace of ideas" as madness. The corpus of Marx is read within a 

textology of transmission, using scholastic protocols of quotation, 

exegesis, and interpretation descended from those developed for 
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religious texts. 60 And so not surprisingly Marxism became a minor 

form of (protestant!) religion-one of the boring ones, with long 

sermons and much commentary on scripture. 

To interrupt these habits requires not another reading of Marx, 

promising to peel away the false and reveal the true essence. Rather, 

it t~es another style of writing. Detournement does not care about the 

self-identity of the textual corpus or the eternal spirit hidden within. 

It takes what it finds useful or amusing for composing the textual 

expression of the present situation. Judged in relation to the sacred 

scriptures it will of course appear as heretical, mad, wrong, or vulgar. 

This is a poetics that intends to differ from the material it appropriates. 

Detournement is no respecter of private property or public pro

priety. It has no interest in those who claim Marx (or for that matter 

Debord) as their patrimony, as the field they alone are warranted or 

patented to cultivate and trade. Our task, in the thought experiments 

gathered here, is to appropriate from the Marxist tradition for the 

composition Qf frankly Fra~kensteinian monster-texts whose only 

interest is in being anti-ideological tactics, in pointing from within 

the combinatory of terms to the limits of what Flaubert called received 

ideas.61 There's not much choice but to work with received ideas, but 

there's more than one way to select from tradition. 

So let's think about the present on these terms: what if, rather than 

start at the beginning, one started at the end? The capitalism story 

always starts in the past, with the birth of capitalism, and imagines 

a destiny, a teleology, wherein the present must be some continuum 

from that past. 62 This must be some modification of the essence of the 

thing. Let's do it the other way around. Let's first describe the present, 

then secondarily figure out where it came from. This may even, in 

the end, involve modifying our understanding of capitalism's pasts. 

Any attempt to describe the present in its own language is more 

than likely to end up reproducing the language of its ruling class at 
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try to describe, just as Marx did, what may be emerging rather than 
what is established. If one starts with what is established, it is easy 

to interpret any new aspect of the situation as simply variations on 

the same essence. Starting with what may be emerging provides a 

suitable derangement of the senses, a giddy hint that all that was solid 

is melting into air.11 

The thought experiment that might result_is quite simple. Here's 

a sketch, to be elaborated upon as we go: There really is something 

qualitatively distinct about the forces of production that eat brains, 

that produce and instrumentalize and control informati<?n· This is 

because information really does turn out to have strange ontologi

cal properties. Making information a force of production produces 

something of a conundrum within the commodity form. Informa
tion wants to be free but is everywhere in chains.

12 
Information is 

no longer scarce, it is infinitely replicable, cheap to store, cheap to 

transmit, and yet the whole premise of the commodity is its scarcity. 
Information as a force of production calls into being particular rela

tions of production and is at the same time formed by those relations. 

In classic Marxist style, one can look here at the evolution of legal 

forms. 13 In the late twentieth century "intellectual prop~rty" emerged 

as almost an absolute private property right.
14 

One that makes the 

once separate and local property forms of patent, copyright, and 

trademark equivalent and exchangeable forms of private property. 

These forms need transnational legal enforcement, precisely because 

information is such a slippery and abstract thing.
15 

And so, like the enclosures or the joint-stock company before it, 

intellectual property law becomes the form of a·new kind of rela

tion of production, more abstract than its predecessors, and one 

that makes not land or physical plant, but rather information itself, 

a form of private property. Like those preceding forms of private 

property, this one crystalizes into a class relation •. As an absolute 
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form of private property, it creates classes of owners and nonowners 

of the means of realizing its value. Land as private property gave 

rise to the two great classes of farmer and landlord. Capital as private 

property gave rise to the two great classes of worker and capitalist. Is 

there a new class relation that emerges out of the commodification of 

inform.a ti on? 

For this thought experiment, let's say it does. I call those classes 

the hacker class and the vectoralist class. The hacker class produces 

new information. But what is "new" information? It is whatever 

intellectual property law recognizes as new. It's a strange kind of 

production. Where the farmer grows crops through a seasonal cycle 

and the worker stamps out repetitive units of commodities, the hacker 

has to use their time in a different way, to turn the same old informa

tion into new. Getting this done is not like the seasonal repetitions of 

farming or the clocking-on of the worker. It happens when it happens, 

including time spent napping or pulling all-nighters. 16 The workplace 

nightmare of the worker is having to make the same thing, over and 

over, against the pressure of the clock; the workplace nightmare of 

the hacker is to produce different things, over and over, against the 
pressure of the clock. 

The characters of Peggy and Don in the TV series Mad Men work 

as midcentury prototypes. 17 It's the advertising business during the 

golden years of Fordism. 18 Don is a creative, struggling within the 

agency with its owners to become an owner too. Peggy is a secre

tary, a white collar worker, and her struggle is to become a creative. 

Meanwhile, Joan is already at the top of the secretarial pool, man

aging it, but wants to become an owner. As the show progresses, 

the women make a little headway in this male business. By show's 

end, Black women are just starting to get the secretarial jobs, but the 

computer has arrived and will make some of them obsolete anyway. 

Like much of bourgeois culture, it is a small business narrative, which 
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and Amazon compete with different models of the information logis

tics business. 21 Even the oil companies are in part at least in the 

information-about-the-geology-of-possible-oil-deposits business. 

Perhaps the vectoralist class is no longer emerging. Maybe it is the new 

dominant class. 
One could make the case here that information was always central 

to capitalism and that this is just capitalism. To some extent, that 

may be the case. However, to even think that capitalism is about 

information is a fairly recent perspective. It ends up being a way 

of retrospectively seeing the whole course of capitalism in terms of 

something that only emerged as a concept and an instrumental reality 

as one of its late products. 
The other point to clarify here is that there's a difference between 

. information as a force of production and information as a dominant 

force of production. The vectoralist class doesn't need to own the 

other forces of production any more. Apple and Google don't actu

ally make their own products. A sizable chunk of those they directly 

employ are not workers but hackers, people who come up with new 

information, whether of a technical or cultural kind, to be incor

porated into products whose manufacture can be tendered out to a 

subordinate class of capitalists. ' 
That might only be the case in the overdeveloped world where I 

happen to live.22 Many of the world's peoples are not even workers 

but still peasants who are being turned into tenant farmers by the 

theft of their common land by a landlord class. Much of the world 

is also a giant sweatshop. The resistance of labor to capital is alive 

and well in China, India, Indonesia, and Vietnam. The older class 

antagonisms have not gone away. It's just that there's a new layer 

on top, trying to control them. Just as the capitalist class sought 

to dominate the landlord class as a subordinate ruling class, so 

too the vectoralist class tries to subordinate both landlords and 
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capitalists by controlling the patents, the brands, the trademarks, the 

copyrights, but more importantly the logistics of the information 
vector. 

The vector has also worked its way throughout the production 

process. This was already beginning in the so-called Fordist era. 

Some_proposed naming it instead after the great Japanese companies 

that boomed in the mid to late twentieth century, such as Toyota and 

Sony. They were the ones who figured out how to extract not just 

labor but also information from the labor force. It turns out that to 

extract not only efficiency but also quality from industrial labor, it 

is best to incorporate the -information held by those who know the 

labor process best-its workers. 23 That there is a hacker class at all is 

in part because workers have been stripped of the information they 
possess about the labor process itself. 

In Capital, Marx mostly deals with an ideal-type political economy 

with two classes. But in his political writings it is clear that he under

stands social formations as hybrids of combined and overlapping 

modes of production. 24 His writing on France isn't just a grand con

frontation between proletariat and bourgeoisie; the scene looms large 

with farmers, landlords, and peasants. So here I'm simply taking my 

cue from the political writings and thinking a matrix of six classes, 

three ruling and three subordinate. The dominant classes are land

lords, capitalists, vectoralists. The subordinate classes are farmers, 
workers, hackers. 

Now imagine all the possibilities of class alliance and conflict 

that this generates. It turns out that politics is much less about the 

relation between the friend and the enemy, and much more crucially 

about relations among nonfriends and nonenemies.25 It's about shifting 

alliances of convenience between heterogeneous class interests. It's 

about conflicts that can take many forms, only some of them open, 
many of them discreet. 
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So how is this worse than capitalism? The vectoral infrastructure 

throws all of the world into the engine of commodification, mean

while modifying the commodity form itself. There is nothing that 

can't be tagged and captured through information about it and con

sidered a variable in the simulations that drive resource extraction and 

processing. 26 Quite simply, we have run out of world to commodify. 

And now commodification can only cannibalize its own means of 

existence, both natural and social. It's lik~ that Marx Brothers film 

where the train runs out of firewood, so the carriages themselves 

have to be hacked to pieces and fed to the fire to keep it moving, until 

nothing but the bare bogies are left.
27 

It is worse also in that rather than some acephalous multitude, they 

are complex class alliances and conflicts at play. 28 The trickiest part of 

. it is the politics of the hacker class, which after all is the class most of 

us here reading and writing this stuff belong to. Yes, it appears as a 

"privileged" class, among those whom Bruce Robbins calls the bene

ficiaries of gfobal relations of exploitation. 29 And it is a class that has a 

very hard time thinking its common interests, because the kinds of new 

information its various subfractions produce are all so different. We 

have a hard time thinking what the writer and the scientist and artist 
\ 

and the engineer have in common. Well, the vectoral class does not 

have that problem. What all of us make is intellectual property, which 

from its point of view is as equivalent and as tradable as pink goo. 
The hacker class experiences extremes of a winner-take-all 

outcome of its efforts. On the one hand, fantastic careers and the 

spoils of some simulation of the old bourgeois lifestyle; on the other 

hand, precarious and part-time work, start-ups that go bust, and 

the making routine of our jobs by new algorithms-designed by 

others of our very own class. The hacker class was supposed to be a 

privileged one, shielded from proletarianization by its creativity and 

technical skill. But it too can be made casual and precarious. 
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A controversial ad campaign for the website Fiverr embodied all 

these contradictions. It played on the desire to quit one's lousy job 

and become a boss, by offering the pleasure of subjecting others to 

the tyr;,tnny one feels as a precarious creative or technical employee 

these days. The ads promise a way to hire versions of your old self 

who .are "doers." The most notorious ad showed a black and white 

picture of a hollow-cheeked, sad-eyed young woman staring directly 

at the viewer: "You eat a coffee for lunch. You follow through on your 

follow through. Sleep deprivation is your drug of choice," it reads, 

concluding: "You might be a doer." Another slogan was "Nothing 

like a safe, reliable paycheck to crush your soul." And "How much 

did you make for your boss today?" The one I most often saw defaced 

read "White Collars Can Come With Leashes." The slogans appear 

under pictures of a "diverse" workforce, of course: the algorithm is 
in theory very tolerant about who it exploits. 

The old dream oflabor, that it could organize itself, is supposed to 

be dead. There can be no dream of the hacker class to self-organize 

in any way, whether like labor or in some other form. Such desires 

are unspeakable, even if they keep erupting in all sorts of interesting 

ways. Sanctioned desire is neatly summed up in the image and slogan 

of a cellphone company: "Boss Revolution." The image is of a raised 

fist, with a cellphone in it, in red. The only desire permissible is to 
become a boss, like Don Draper. 

This has not stopped some interesting and promising signs of 

hacker self-organization in technical and creative industries, from 

the unionization of creatives at Vice Media to the Google walkout 

to refusal to work on border control or military projects across the 

tech industry.
30 

Baby steps, to be sure; it is always a tough argument 

to propose common interests among subordinate classes. Counter

hegemony is hard. Hackers, like workers or farmers, are distracted by 

particular and local interests. As with other subordinate classes, class 
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We work to communicate to commune 
but must do so in a circuit 

of graduated expropriation. 

-Jonathan Beller 

The first and last question that usually comes up about technology 

is whether it is a good or a· bad thing. This can apply both to par

ticular technologies and to technology in general. Marx can readily 

be recruited to either side of this argument, either through quoting 

selectively, picking the Marx ·of a particular period, or extracting a 

particular perspective out of his work at the expense of the dialectical 

and poetical play at work in his corpus. Marx has a lot of uses on the 
technology question. He is an all-purpose tool. 

Marx might also offer "tools" for thinking a bit more critically 

about technology. Do we have to subject technology to a moral 

decision only, as good or bad? How does this technology appear as a 

thing apart that one could contemplate and judge? From what kind of 

genteel point of view does it seem something separate? What range 
of things are we thinking of as technical, anyway? 

Starting from the last of those questions, it is important to situate 
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Marx in his own times. What we now think of as technology was for 

Marx more a question of the machine. His was an era of steam, which 

powered factories, railways, shipping, and the printing presses of 

the newspapers for which he wrote. 1 It was an era of telegraphy, but 

before the wide distribution of electric power, or the rise of modern 

chemistry, p~rticle physics, genetics, climate science, or information 

science. Marx did his best to keep up with the scientific and technical 

developments of his time, but that was more Engels's job. Marx's 

knowledge of how the physical world works, and hence his materi

alism, stops short at a certain historical threshold.
2 

Nevertheless, Marx makes important steps toward thinking 

technology as a set of things that can be grasped with a concept. 

Particularly in the Grundrisse, he starts to write about technology 

beyond the moral decision of whether it is good or bad.
3 

He starts to 

write of it as having a range of possibilities, as something that has, 

as one might say in a more modern idiom, "affordances." Consistent 

with the rest of his thinking, Marx comes to understand technology 

not as having an essence, but as something emerging out of particular 

historical circumstances. 
This gave him a way to think beyond the curious way that tech-

nology appears as something separate. Technology is intimately 

connected on the one hand to the human and on the other to the 

nonhuman. Indeed, technology may be the inhuman zone where 

distinctions between the human and the nonhuman, not to mention 

anxieties about their permeability, originate. Among other things, 

technology mediates senses of the human to the human. 
To take up just the first of these connections for now: Marx could 

see technology as connected to the human in a double way. To put 

it simply: the content of technology is labor; the form of technology 

is capital. It is living labor that makes technology; technology is 
congealed dead labor-pink goo-that then returns to confront the 
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worker in the form of capital. The form of technology is capital, in 

that it is shaped by the objective of extracting value from labor (and 
from nature) as efficiently as possible. 

As particular capitalist firms compete with each other, they reach 

for labor-saving devices to increase output and drive down costs, 

repla~ing living labor with dead labor, but in the long run putting 

a squeeze on profits, as surplus value is extracted from exploiting 

human labor alone. The form of technology is capital in a second 

sense, too. Not all decisions that capital makes about technical change 

in the workplace are, strictly speaking, economic. Capital may also 

implement technical change that takes power away from the worker 
at the point of production. 4 

Technology is not a separate thing, then. It is intimate to the 

human, in a bifurcated way: capital in form is capital; in content, it 

is labor. Labor makes the machine, but not in the design of its own 

choosing. There is a parallel connection, on the other side, to the 

nonhuman, to nature. Technology is made of,· and remakes, nature 

itself. Technology's content is sensuous materiality, iron and coal and 

so forth, mixed with labor; its form is once again the form of capital. 
Rimbaud: "If the brass awakens as a horn, it's not to blame." 5 

One can thus connect Marx's writing on technology to his writing 

on nature. Besides the tension between the points of view of tech

nology as labor in content but capital in form, there is a second 

distinction running through Marx's work, connected with his practice 

of forming concepts negatively, through the detournement of bour

geois language. At different times, Marx worked on the critique of 

different kinds of bourgeois thinkers. 6 The various ideas he worked 
to negate leave an imprint on the concepts that result. 

In the Grundrisse, Marx is working on a critique of a Hegelian con
ception of labor as spirit, as that which engages and shapes the world, 

humanizing the world, while making the human more "worldly." In 
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Capital, Marx was also working in and against the less well-known 

scientific materialism in vogue in Germany after the failure of the 

1848 revolutions.7 From this, Marx took a thermodynamic concept 

of labor as an expenditure of energy and an image of capitalism as a 

gigantic steam engine that would either break down or run down.
8 

Even before the Grundrisse notebooks were widely known, this 

tension in Marx produced two distinct approaches to thinking about 

technology. The more genteel approach thought it possible to produce 

an adequate concept of technology with the critical tools of philos

ophy alone. Meanwhile, vulgar approaches emerged that were more 

involved in practices connected to scientific and technical knowledge 

upon which technology actually works. The rapid development of 

the forces of production generated a combinatory of approaches to 

both the question of what technology is, but also to what Marxism 

,:· itself could be or become. Here I'll briefly map both of these fields. 

First, let's make a grid with two axes to map four kinds of Marxist 

theorists-of technology: those who view it negatively, as capitalist in 

form; those who view it positively, as labor in content. Then there 

are those who view it philosophically, whether for or against it; those 

who view it more scientifically, whether for or against it. While this 

does not account for all of the vast literature oh technology after 

Marx, it does provide a basic orieo"tation within this combinatory of 

possibilities. 
Those with a more affirmative and vulgarly scientific view of 

technology often take Engels as their point of departure. In the 

intellectual division of labor between them, Engels more than Marx 

took on research into scientific topics, polemics with the scientific 

ideologies of his time, and the question of whether there could even 

be a dialectics of nature. 9 Engels lived long enough to see the sciences 

becoming systematically organized as a source of competitive advan

tage in fields such as the chemical industry, so the question of science 
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and its impact on the development of the forces of production was 
no mere intellectual question. 10 

The rise of modern physics provoked a profound crisis among 

Marxists. 
11 

If materialism is at base a doctrine of the sole reality of the 

material world, then it matters what matter is actually made of, and 

it n:i,atters how this is known. Do quantum mechanics and general 

relativity confirm or refute the Marxist philosophy of dialectical 

materialism? Or does dialectical materialism refute modern science? 

While the latter position had its proponents among the philosophers, 

the development of Marxism turned more on how Marxism could 

be interpreted as having been compatible with modern physics even 
before it existed. 12 

This brings me to the second grid, which maps some responses to 

changing technology as to what Marxism itself might be or become 

in such a situation. To simplify things, they can be mapped onto a 

grid with four quadrants, one axis of which is whether Marxism is 

treated as a first philosophy that describes the world, or has a more 

limited role as something like a method for organizing practices of 

knowledge. The other axis is once again as to whether this is to be 
approached in a vulgar or a genteel manner. 

The genteel half of the map would include those who (like the later 

Lukacs) make ontological claims within Marxism, and those who (like 

the young Althusser) treat it more as a method for organizing prac

tices, but still a philosophical method. 13 Among the vulgarians would 

be the keepers of orthodox, Soviet-approved dialectical materialist 

theory, who accept that it makes claims about the world but of a more 

"scientific" than philosophical kind. It would also include those like J. 
B. S. Haldane who restrict Marxism to being a method for organizing 

research, but of a more empiricist stripe than it would later appear in 

Althusser. And it would also include Alexander Bogdanov, who dis

penses with the whole notion of a dialectical materialist philosophy. 14 
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Reformulated as a method for organizing knowledge practices, 

Marxism could be quite compatible with scientific work and could 

provide procedures for thinking about the place of science within 

capitalism. This was the basic orientation of the left wing of the 

Social Relations of Science movement, which was strongest in Britain 

between the thirties and the fifties. 15 This orientation maintained a 

positive outlook on the potentials of technology, as science applied 

to the rationalization of social production. Yet it was at the same time 

highly critical of the subordination of science and technology to the 

capitalist monopoly firm and the imperialist and militarist state.
16 

In terms of their class origins, many of the leading lights of the 

Social Relations of Science movement were quite genteel. (J. D. 

Bernal was the son of an Irish landowner; Haldane was from the 

titled gentry.) Their Marxism was vulgar in other ways. They were 

inclined to think that the development of the forces of production was 

a driving force in history. This was not unconnected to their work in 

the sciences, where they witnessed first-hand the dynamic creativity 

of applied science and the limited way this was absorbed by capital. 

Their work has rather fallen out of the canon in favor of more 

genteel Marxist approaches, which is a sham~, as it was particu

larly strong on the study of changes in the forces of production. In 

Science in History, Bernal showed how science (broadly conceived) 

played a critical role in the economic and social organization of all 

societies. V. Gordon Childe showed how the mode of production of 

even ancient societies sets limits to how knowledge and technology 

developed. Joseph Needham systematically refuted the assumption 

that science was. somehow part of some western rational essence. 

Until modern times science and technology developed more fully in 

China than in the West. 17 

In their analysis of the capitalism of their time, they slip between 

the agency of labor and the agency of science, held together by one of 
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their preferred terms for their own class location, that of the scientific 

worker. What this left unclear is whether the scientist is part of the 

working class or is external but potentially allied to organized labor. 

Latent in the formulation is the possibility to conceive of a new kind 

of class agent, who is neither labor nor capital. What I find here is an 
early intimation of one aspect of an emerging hacker class. 

One of the sources of the radicalism of this group was the expe

rience of laboratory life itself. The sciences in which they had this 

experience were rising fields in the early twentieth century such as 

x-ray crystallography, biochemistry, and genetics. They practiced 

science at a transitional moment, after the era in which science was 

the pastime of gentlemen and before the rise of big .science. 18 The 

element of free, self-directed discovery in their practice was qualified 

and hemmed in on all sides, but it was palpable nonetheless. This hint 

of a life without alienation provided part of the leverage against what 

science was becoming as its value for corporate and military power 
was increasingly appreciated. 

Red science did not survive the Cold War, however. Influential 

figures such as Bernal and Needham found themselves sidelined, and 

younger researchers kept their heads down. It is ironic that Foucault 

favorably contrasts J. Robert Oppenheimer (the specific intellectual) 

to Jean-Paul Sartre (the general intellectual). The former is suppos

edly a better practice because his public statements draw directly and 

narrowly on his expertise· in nuclear physics. What Foucault down

plays is how the Cold War left progressive scientists with no choice 

other than to present themselves as apolitical servants of ethical 

causes, arguing about good and bad technology rather than forward

ing the analysis of the forces of production as a historical agent. 19 

Of course there have been Marxist scientists, even significant ones, 

despite the Cold War. 20 But there has been little since the fifties to 

match the influence of the Social Relations of Science movement. 
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However, something like it happened later in information science. 

Richard Stallman, a "red diaper baby" and founder of the free soft

ware movement, brought some of his mother's stubborn militancy 
to the possibilities and limits of computer science. It was Stallman 

who made the strongest connection between the everyday life of 

the hacker and the struggle in and against the commodification of 

information science.
21 

Here theorists and activists from the sciences connect to those 

from the arts who, like Asger Jorn, tried to think the agency of form

making as distinct from capital, but also from labor, which works to 

fill pregiven forms with content. The producers of both form and 

content might both then be allied in their struggle against subordi

nation to the regime of the commodity.22 lt is an alliance that, while 

rare, has in certain situations been realized.
23 

What Jorn ironically called the creative elite and what Bernal and 

others call the scientific worker seem to me to be two aspects of what 

will become the hacker class. This class appears when both scienti{ic 

form-discovering and aesthetic form-making can be extracted and 

valued as instances of the same thing, as intellectual property, by a 
new kind of ruling class. The new ruling class understands this not 

as a way to maintain the competitive advantage of an existing man

ufacturing industry, but as a whole other kind of industry in its own 

right, one that can dominate manufacturing through the control of 

information. (I will return to questions of class in Chapter 4.) 
So far I've looked at an affirmative and scientific approach to 

technology. This has a parallel in a more philosophical but also affir

mative school of thought. An influential version of this arises out 

of the autonomist Marxism of postwar Italy.
24 

Its starting point is a 

reading of Marx's Grundrisse rather than Capital. The key concept 

extracted from Grundrisse is based on something Marx says, almost 

in passing, about the general intellect.25 The rising complexity of 
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capitalist organization comes increasingly to depend not just on the 

exploitation of particular labors, but on the socialization of knowl

edge, embedded into the form of technology as general intellect. 

Thus, the socialization of labor is already partly achieved~ and it 

remains only to throw off the last vestiges of an obsolete private 

pr~perty form. 

It is more common for philosophically based Marxist theories of 

technology to be critical of it. Lukacs extended the Marxist theory 

of alienation into the technical form itself. Costas Axelos combined 

Marx with Heidegger, resulting in a critique not of the form of tech

nology under capitalism, but the form of technology itself. 26 Guy 

Debord extended Lukacs's critique of the alienating form of tech

nology in the sphere of production to the sphere of consumption and 

its reigning images, which he called the spectacle.27 Both Lukacs and 

Debord saw Marxist philosophy as a theory of the totality. In Lukacs, 

reified labor, of which bourgeois science is an aspect, falls short of 

the totality, while in Debord the spectacle falsifies the totality itself. 

A rather more interesting case of genteel Marxism is Herbert 

Marcuse, who extended Lukacs's theory of reification to a nightmare 

view of technocratic enclosure. But there was always the possibility 

of a utopian dimension to technology in Marcuse, if it could be freed 

from the limited rationality of means and ends. As his contemporary 

interpreter Andrew Feenberg points out, he drew on an unlikely 

source for this: Gilbert Simondon. In Simondon, Marcuse found the 

possibility of another rationality, one perhaps even more technical, 

in which inhuman technical forms might co-evolve with the human.28 

The more scientifically trained have often been connected to the 

more affirmative view of technology as product oflabor and means of 

achieving the expansion of social production that might satisfy social 

needs without exploitation. But there have also been critical voices. 

Barry Commoner studied biology and took Bernal as his inspiration, 
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but became a critic of technology and a proponent of a form of eco

logical socialism. 29 The more one knows about natural science, the 

more one can find the damage the commodity form does it. 

Donna Haraway also trained as a biologist. Starting in part from 

Needham, she complicates the concept of technology as capital in 

form and labor in content. Her use of the figure of the cyborg as a 

"political myth" (or thought experiment) helps us think of hybrid, 

inhuman agencies, with no neat separation of human and nonhuman 

actors. She includes other species besides humans in the organization 

of production and control.Jo 

While sometimes thought of within the genres of feminist or 

science studies or media studies, I want to stress the vulgar-Marxist 

aspect of Haraway.JI She brings a critical approach to bear on a sci

entific literature surely as powerful in our time as political economy 

was in Marx's: the life sciences. Like Marx, she shows how these 

are at one and the same time actual sciences and yet ones limited by 

the hasi~ metaphors emanating from the forms of production and 

reproduction of their times. She asks vulgar questions about how 

gender and sexuality are caught up in productive and reproductive 

labor-and even in relations that are not obviously either. Haraway's 

writing is also vulgar in another sense, in that rl?e cyborg is among 

other things a kind of popular countermyth. Buried within the knotty 

writing and witty detournement of that text is a nugget of Marxist

feminist utopian writing. 

In related work, the physicist Karen Barad has revived an approach 

to science studies that could justifiably he considered Marxist. Based 

on a reading of Neils Bohr, she offers a theory of agential realism, 

which considers more things to he actors in the production of knowl

edge besides labor, scientific labor, and what Haraway called the 

multi-species muddle. Here even subatomic phenomena can he under

stood as agents. Barad pays close attention to the role of the apparatuS 
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in science.J
2 

The apparatus can he thought of as discrete parts of the 

forces of production. It is also what I call the inhuman, the indeter

minate zone where what Barad calls the cut is made that distinguishes 
the human from the nonhuman. 

Also partly under the influence of Haraway, Paul B. Preciado ques

tio.ns the emphasis on the general intellect in autonomist Marxism and 

its descendants, from the point of view of the kinds of technologized 

bodies produced by contemporary pharmaceuticals.JJ The gendered 

human body itself is partly inhuman, a technically augmented and 

chemically sustained artifact. The critical agent in this scenario is less 

the scientific worker and more a loose alliance do-it-yourself, self

organized, gender hacking punks and various kinds of body-workers, 
including sex workers, transgender artists and activists.J4 

My own connection to these questions comes from spending much 

of the nineties immersed in media avant-gardes that tried to build 

critical practices out of a low-tech, punk approach to digital technol

ogies.JS Where Adorno or Pasolini occupied residual cultural spaces 

that predated commodification, here was an instance of an emerging 

one that nobody had quite figured out how to subsume into a "busi

ness model." This gave rise organically to a kind of low theory that 

tried to produce concepts that could keep up with the mutations in 

information technology wending their way throughout the whole 
consumption, circulation, and production cycle. 

The Internet came out of the university and took capital by sur
prise. While many a scholar was writing genteel Marxist theory in the 

humanities, in information science a whole new mode of production 

was germinating. It had already transformed much of the sciences. By 

the nineties there was enough cheap technology around to take a punk 

approach and develop new theories and practices with and about 

it. I'll mention just two examples, starting with Dmytri Kleiner's 
derourned text, the Telekommunist Manifesto.J6 
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Kleiner's starting point is the transformation of the forces of pro

duction and the pressure this put on the relations of production. 

Cheap computation plus the Internet vector was supposed to make 

capitalism more efficient and enable capital to route around the power 

of workers at the point of production. It did all that, but it also opened 

the prospect of self-organized peer-to-peer pro?uction.
37 

There 
really could have been a telecommunism ("tele" = "at a distance"). 

Autonomous producers could cheaply and easily communicate and 

coordinate. This was a possibility that had to be foreclosed to enable 

a new kind of capture of the surplus by the rising ruling class that I 

call the vectoralist class. 
On the technical level, what developed in place of a peer-to-

peer network was a client-server network, built around privately 

owned hubs-what Benjamin Bratton calls stacks.38 Meanwhile, states 

engaged each other in trade agreements, which produced transna

tional re~imes of intellectual property designed to secure surplus 

information within novel forms of private property. The free creation 

of information would be alternately policed and encouraged: policed 

where it infringed on corporate monopolies; encouraged where free 

labor or nonlabor could be captured as informat(on that had value. 

We now have the information commons as a form of disintegrated 

spectacle, owned by the vectoralist class. What Kleiner advocates as 

a counterstrategy is what he calls venture communism: "Politics is not 

a battle of ideas it is a battle of capacities."39 The hacker class has to 

create its own autonomous forms. 
"A specter is haunting the net, the specter of communism."

40 
Like 

Kleiner, Richard _Barbrook (and his collaborator, the late Andy 

Cameron) emerged out of the intersection of media activism and 

practice and produced illuminating detournements of Marxist texts as 

a way to grasp the nineties situation. Barbrook took the point of view 

of what he called digital artisans against the rise of the virtual class.
41 
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What was particularly useful in these polemical texts was the identi

fication of the California Ideology as the worldview of this emerging 

ruling class, one whose success is to be measured by the sad fact that 
even critics of "bad technology" take it for gospel. 

The California Ideology emerged out of seemingly progressive 

movements of the counterculture in California in the mid to late 

twentieth century. 42 Once again, repression played a role. Black 

militants of this period were systematically murdered or impris

oned. 4
3 

To give just one example, Angela Davis survived a criminal 

trial and was fired from her teaching job. Shorn of its more radical 

edge, the counterculture became merely cultural, and its anti-state 

posture made its peace with free market libertarian enthusiasms. Like 

the worldviews of capital under feudalism, the California Ideology 

promised a universal liberation, which turned out on its ascendency 
to he just that of a new ruling class. 

Drawing on the historical vision of the lapsed socialist Alvin 

Toffier, the California Ideology proposed a world in which technol

ogy itself was the sole transformative force of history. 44 The hero of 

this epical-poetical myth was the entrepreneur, who single-handedly 

battles against labor, state, and culture to unleash the supposedly 

"natural" force of technology. Once unbound, technology will show 

itself to be inherently the vehicle of free markets and a return to 

Jeffersonian democracy.45 Hence, technology is good in essence. 

Barhrook follows Marx in seeking out the internal contradictions 
in this emerging ruling class ideology. He notes the irony of the 

retro-futurist celebration of Thomas Jefferson as the patron saint of 

yeoman democracy that fails to mention that he was a slaveholder. 46 

Unfortunately, many of the tech-pundits of today lack Barbrook's 

wit and historical acumen, and they take much of the California 

Ideology for granted. The result is a sort of conspiracy theory, in 

which the public was allegedly duped by a cabal of "Silicon Valley" 
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entrepreneurs. To mask their intention to unleash powerful tools of 

monopoly and political control, they lulled everyone into thinking 

technology was in essence good when it is in essence bad. 

As Barbrook points out, the development of the forces of produc

tion is not magically called into being from the brains of business 

geniuses. In the case of Silicon Valley, it took a massive amount of 

state funding, passing through university research Jabs.47 It may at 

one point have been quite possible that these developments could 

have led to a digital agora or commons as well as ( or as an alternative 

to) new forms of class power based on information asymmetries and 

the surveillance state. What gets erased in both moral fables about 

technology, the one where its essence is good and the one where 

its essence is bad, is the struggle over the form the technologies of 

Internet would take. 

,: Both Barbrook and Kleiner get critical purchase through a detour-

nement of classic Marx texts, erasing terms that spoke to the past, 

replacing them with a language saturated in the emerging class strug

gles of the t1mes. Interestingly, both deployed the modifier, but they 

added it not to Capital but to their concepts of what might come into 

being within and against it to negate it: Kleiner's telekommunism and 

Barbrook's cybercommunism. I read this now as a us<!ful transitional 

tactic for working in and against the combinatory of terms inherited 

from former historical conflicts, on its way to a theory of the present 

situation, wherein the development of the forces of production might 

start to escape the porous bounds of the relations of production 

through unanticipated cracks. 

In the nineties it still seemed possible to shape a different future 

for the Internet, and there were many struggles around its emerging 

form: technical, political, legal, and cultural. We won some battles; 

we lost the war. Like the progressive wing of the Social Relations 

of Science, this was in the end a defeated movement. But that is no 
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reason to pretend it didn't exist. Rather, there's work to be done to 

narrate and analyze the struggles of that time and those that continue 

as relatively novel expressions of what kinds of :worlds are possible 
in and against the forces of production of these times. 48 

Marx saw capitalism as evidence in the negative that the problem 

of material scarcity was potentially solvable. We now see that infor

mation scarcity is in principle solved already. In both cases, we get 

critical leverage, in the first case, on the persistence on exploitation; 

in the second, on the persistence of disinformation, noise, and infor

mation asymmetry. Once again, the means are at hand to solve these 

problems, but the class nature of the existing relations of production 

are a fetter on the forces of production. Only it is not just the capitalist 
class that is a fetter on development this time-it is the vectoralist 

class as well. But to think of that as a problem means not only to pay 

attention to the forces of production, it is to look again at the class 

relations they both generate and are structured within. What is good 

or bad about technology is the outcome of class conflict over its form 
and between more than two classes. 
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A Time Machine Theory of History 

We no longer know what socialism is, 
or how to get there, 

and yet it remains the goal. 

-Deng Xiaoping 

Let's say you have a time machine. Let's say you take it hack in time 

to the mid-seventies. You hop out and look about for some influential 

people of that time. You explain to them a few things about what is 

going on in the twenty-first century. Some of your stories make sense 
to some of them; other stories sound completely nuts. 1 

For example, let's say your time machine sent you to mid-seventies 

China. You explain that, by the second decade of the next century, 

the fate of the global market will he in the hands of the Chinese 

Communist Party. That would sound pretty crazy. The mid-to-late 

seventies in China saw the fall of the Gang of Four, the Maoism-lite 

of Hua Guofeng, and then finally Deng Xiaoping coming to power 

in the late seventies. But even by then, the China of today would still 

seem unimaginable to everyone-except Deng Xiaoping. 2 

If you took a time machine hack to the Soviet Union in the mid

seventies, you might find a more mixed reaction. Leonid Brezhnev is 
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in his second decade in power, which looks like it will go on forever. 

The proxy wars aren't going too badly, with a good showing in 

Angola and a decisive win in Vietnam-at least until the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. You'd probably come across some 

ideologues who think it's all going fine and you must be mad to think 

it 'will be over by the start of the nineties. On the other hand, the 

economy is just lumbering along. Productivity is flat. The military 

consumes a huge slice of resources. Vladimir Putin, who joined the 

KGB in 1975, might already be thinking about a way to stay on the 

power-track without having to really believe in this particular kind 

of power.3 

If you took the time machine back to the United States in the mid

seventies, you might be the one who is confused. Jimmy Carter is 

President. New York is broke and broken. Microsoft has just been 

founded. If you tell the think tank "intellectuals" of that era that 

the Soviet Union will collapse, you might also have gotten a mixed 

reaction -there, too. Let's not forget that the ancestors of today's 

neoconservatives were pretty certain it couldn't happen. The Soviet 

Union was not just a regular repressive state to them. It was a total

itarian one, which had wormed its way so far into every aspect of 
\ 

everyday life that it could not be brought down ·by internal forces, 

but only by jabs from without-by arming Islamic militants to fight 

it in Afghanistan, for example. 4 

But if you told the neoliberals, they would get it.5 They said all 

along that planning won't work because it's.just too clunky a way 

to organize the information in an economy, and information is what 

economies are all about. But those guys did not have a lot of influence 

back then. Their time had not quite come. 6 And when they talked 

about information, they really only meant markets. They would not 

have known any more than anyone else why the founding of Micro

soft would turn out to be a big deal. (Later they will pretend they did.) 

A Time Machine Theory of History 

It is a commonplace to think of the Soviet Union as dead and 
buried and of the People's Republic of China as somehow becom

ing just like the West in everything except politics. There are other 

perspectives. One is that far from being a thing of the past, "Commu

nism" is alive and well and still in charge of a fair chunk of the planet. 

What the hundred million strong Chinese Communist Party rules 
over is something a bit less like the "neoliberal West" and a bit more 

like what the Soviet Union might have been had it stayed the course 

and stuck with the New Economic Policy, which lasted from 1921 . . 

to 1928. Incidentally, Deng Xiaoping was in Moscow briefly during 
that period. One wonders if he was thinking quietly to himself about 

something like the New Economic Policy version of" socialism" for 
fifty years before he got to build it and watch it run off. 7 

The specter haunting Europe, haunting much of the world, is 

the specter of anti-communism. 8 It might be a useful perspective to 

imagine that it was not just the Soviet Union that died; its correspond

ing other half, the so-called Free World, might also have died with it.
9 

Of course, it wasn't all that free, if you include all the beatings, the 

torture, the murder, and the massacre perpetrated by the US military 

and its proxies around the world: Suharto in Indonesia, Pinochet in 

Chile, Mobutu in the Congo, and the Shah of Iran-those thugs and 
butchers were part of the "free" world too. IO And in the United States 
itself, the state's response to Black Liberation was to embark on mass 

incarceration. 
11 

But on the other hand, one small contributing factor 

to the partial success of social democracy and civil rights in the West 

was the need to compete for loyalty with international communism, 

which at least laid claim to a narrative of universal justice and the 
final victory in History of a higher form of life. 

Even Communism's enemies had to admit this was a pretty compel
ling story. There was feudalism, now there's capitalism and alongside 

it socialism, which evolves into Communism, where history ends. 
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"We will bury you," as Khrushchev said in 1956, when people still 

took what Soviet leaders said seriously.12 The most celebrated minds 

in the West did their best to come up with mythic-epic-poetic grand 

narratives that could be as compelling, but where the Free World got 

to be the future rather than the past. 13 A surprising number of them 

were rather lapsed Marxists and socialists: ) ames Burnham and the 

managerial revolution; Daniel Bell and the postindustrial society; 

Walt Rostow's stages of growth and takeoff theory; Alvin Toffier's 

future shock. 14 

Most of these theories avoided thinking about class conflict. In that 

respect they looked back to Saint-Simon rather than Marx. 15 They 

were stories about technology and progress-or in today's terms, 

acceleration. 16 Actually, Marxists beat them to accelerationism, too. 

This part of the story is rather neglected by all sides. If there was an 

,.' original accelerationist, it was J. D. Bernal, whom we met in Chapter 

3. A prominent British scientist of the interwar years, he wrote a 

dazzling accelerationist tract called The World, The Flesh and the 

Devil (1929), which envisioned the consummation of rationality and 

desire not so much as making human life better, but of transforming 

the human into some sort of posthuman species-being. 17 

He was also aware it could all go horribly wrong. Bernal: "Sci

entific corporations might well beco·me independent states and be 

enabled to undertake their largest experiments without consulting 

the outside world ... The world might, in fact, be t~ansformed into a 

human zoo, a zoo so intelligently managed that its inhabitants are not 

aware that they are there merely for the purposes of observation and 

experiment." 18 As one sees~ he was starting to have some inkling of 

where the forces of production might lead and what kinds of ruling 

classes might control them. 

Bernal converted to the Communist cause shortly after, and 

together with the left wing of the Social Relations of Science 
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movement, thought a bit more coherently about science and tech

nology as transforming the forces of production. For Bernal, the 

transformative capacities of science put scientific workers--one pro

totype for what I would call the hacker class--on an opposing path to 

Capital, which restricts the full force of technological change to that 

wh~ch is compatible with the profit motive. As early as 1939 Bernal 

thought a scientific and technological revolution was under way that 

was qualitatively different from the forces of production developed 

in industrial capitalism. 19 That had been piecemeal and accidental; 

this was intentional and planned. That was based on a rudimentary 

know-how; this was based on controlling matter, energy, and infor

mation understood through abstract, conceptual, and ever-evolving 
knowledge. 

Bernal was an enormously influential figure in his prime-which 

was roughly from 1930 to 1950. 20 His application of scientific knowl

edge to the problems of war made the D-Day invasion possible. He 

was a pioneer on the question of the organization of scientific infor

mation. He was made a Fellow of the Royal Society for his x-ray 

crystallography. But his loyalty to the Soviet Union doomed his 

career once the wartime alliance broke up and the Cold War was on. 

Still, the Social Relations of Science movement (whose left wing he 

represented) helped politicize scientific and technical workers around 
the world, from Denmark to Japan. 21 

Ironically, given that he stuck with the Soviet ~nion even after it 

invaded Czechoslovakia in 1968, his idea of the scientific and technical 

revolution was alive and kicking in the intellectual ferment of the 

Prague Spring, which had tried to come up with a "socialism with a 

human face." The phrase is attributed to Radovan Richta, who put 

together the book Civilq_ation at the Crossroads. 22 Published in 1966, 

it is another lost accelerationist classic. It quietly argued that Soviet 

style socialism had failed but that the state ownership of the means 
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of production should make possible a new kind of socialization, not 

just of labor and its product, but of the totality of knowledge. 

When I went shopping online for this forgotten book, I ended up 

buying what had once been Daniel Bell's personal copy. It is not hard 

to see the accelerationist theories of the Free World, such as Bell's, 

as responding not just to classic Marxist historical prophecy, but 

also to what was still a very real fear up until the '10s: that the East 

rather than the West would figure out how to turn the scientific and 

technical revolution into a new mode of production. But in neither 

the East nor the West had accelerationist thinkers quite grasped the 

strange ontological properties of information and how information 

science, even more than the science of matter and energy, would end 

up being the distinctive feature of the next century. 23 But at least the 

,_, Marxist accelerationists had almost grasped one important feature of 

the world to come: namely, that it would be a world with new kinds 

of class antagonism. 

It is ironic that the Soviet Union failed to build the Internet; the 

Soviets went at it like Americans, whereas the Americans succeeded 

because they went about it like Soviets. What would become the 

Internet was the product of the state investing in basic research in 
\ 

fairly big, collaborative labs, just as Bernal had said it should happen. 

If we have to come up with a one-word explanation of the failure of 

the Soviet version, we might settle on "competition." 24 

The war had given the American state the habit of funding collabo

rative research projects involving both basic science and engineering, 

and with a surprising amount of sharing of ideas rather than keeping 

discoveries secret with an eye on monopolizing the patent. The basic, 

shared knowledge about computation, communication, radar, and 

electrical engineering emerging out of wartime was the foundation 

for the Pentagon's substantial investment in all these fields during 

the Cold War. 25 
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Bernal was a bit too much of an orthodox Marxist to wrap his 

head around information theoretically, but he got it as a practical 

problem. 
26 

The kind of physics he did was not about understanding 

smaller and smaller particles, which is what we think .of as the main 

line of modern physics. It was about understanding bigger and 

bigger ones. How do atoms come together not just in molecules, 

but in giant, organic macro-molecules? Advances in the techniques 

of x-ray crystallography made it possible to answer such ques

tions. This was the path that would lead others to understanding 

the structure of things like vitamin Bl2 and insulin (for which his 

student Dorothy Crowfoot Hodgkin won the Nobel prize). 27 These 
techniques also contributed to Watson and Crick's famous work on 

DNA (with an uncredited assist from Rosalind Franklin). 28 All this 

would end up requiring fantastically complex computation, and 

Bernal was one of the first to bring more or less modern computing 
into this field. 

In short, for better and worse, computation enables operations 
to be performed on what would now be called "big data. "29 That 

makes possible the simulation of really complex things, like organic 

molecules or even whole economies. Some had even thought that 

Soviet-style socialism could be made to work if prices were made 

variable and computation introduced into resource allocation deci

sions. But the powers that be nixed it. They didn't want to give up 
command of their command economy.30 

Radovan Richta must have known that Soviet cybernetics had 

failed to shift the Soviet mode of production on from dysfunctional 

state socialist control. 31 There's a hint in his book that this was 

something of a class conflict: the scientific workers versus the party 

apparatchiks. But with a few notable exceptions, the former were 

still insiders, not wi11ing to test the patience of a state that had jailed, 
tortured, and killed so many of their predecessors. 32 
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The most notorious example of Soviet abuse of science was the 

Lysenko affair.33 Trofim Lysenko was the son of a peasant and an 

agronomist whose essentially Lamarkian view of evolution became 

official policy, at the expense of those scientists who followed Mendel's 

discoveries in genetics. But this well-known case of state interference 

in science in the East obscures certain things about pow,er and science 

in the West. For one thing, western ideologues exploited the Lysenko 

case for propaganda purposes with little regard for the complexity 

of the facts. Their call for "freedom" in science seems to have meant 

"free" as in Free World. Science was coopted into secret military 

programs. Scientists who raised difficult questions about the politics 

of science lost their visas, their security clearance, even their labora

tories and livelihood. 34 

,: The most absurd case was surely that of Tsien Hsue-Shen, a 

Chinese immigrant to America. In the postwar period he had settled 

into a top-no_tch career in the new field of rocketry (renamed "jet 

propulsion" at Caltech, to make it sound more respectable). But it 

seems he had unwittingly socialized with people who were in the 

Communist Party. So he was deported-to what had since become 

Communist China. There this formerly apolitical scjentist became 

both a loyal Communist and the architect of the Chinese missile 

program. The Silkworm tactical missile, descendant of his designs, 

was even used in the complicated proxy wars of our own times against 

US forces.35 

But this was nothing compared to the general demobilization and 

demoralization of the scientific left in the postwar years. Progressive 

scientists such as Bernal were under attack, as were the unions that 

had grown to express and unify the interests and aspirations of sci

entific and technical workers. Ironically, big science really was now 

a creature of massive state support as Bernal had predicted, but the 

ideology of science made to prevail was not Bernalism, but an image 
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of science as a "market of ideas" cooked up by his ideological nemesis 
Michael Polanyi. 36 

Those whose prejudice is to think that science must be inherently 

reactionary or apolitical or an extrusion of mere "metaphysics" 

would do well to study just how much coercion and co-option it took 

to blunt the power of progressive and leftist science in the West after 

the war. Polanyi's group was even the beneficiary of what we now 

know to have been a CIA front, the Congress for Cultural Freedom. 37 

If you went back in time to the seventies and told an ailing Bernal that 

by the early twenty-first century there would be left-Heideggerians, 
it might have caused him another stroke. 38 

And so here we are then, trying to understand what happened 

over the course of the second half of the twentieth century, equipped 

with critical theories detached from their former connection to the 

political struggles in the sciences and hobbled by Cold War injuries 

that still go largely unexamined. 39 No wonder then that there are few 

good conceptual tools for understanding how the forces of produc

tion really were revolutionized in the period following the war. We 

have instead descendants of the consensus theories in the spirit of 

Saint-Simon.
4° For instance, the "ecomodernists" insist that there's 

nothing that can't be solved by yet more technology in its current 

form, steered by the wisdom of today's ruling class. The line of 

thought initiated by Bernal, which in a particular vulgar Marxist style 

understood historical change on the basis of a thorough knowledge of 

the forces of production as riven by class conflict, has been much less 
prominent. 

The field was left vacant in the postwar years for one body of 

theory that really did have a bit of a clue about information: neo

liberalism. 
41 

It did not really have its day in the sun until it was 

apparent that the Soviet Union was not a clear and present danger. 

Caught between the oil shocks of the early seventies and relentless 
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what in Cold War terminology was called The God That Failed.63 It 

is either weakly present or not present, but the fixed idea of Capital 

is still tied to it as the only conceivable negation. 

In the same way as one is an atheist, maybe it's time to be an acom

munist (always lower case). This is not capitalism, it's worse. We're 

free to desire another project for what might come after capitalism. It 

won't be Communism; as it turns out, the exit from Capital through 

external revolution was an off-ramp not taken. God is dead; Commu

nism is dead. It is, at best, the legacy code of the Chinese ruling class. 

But that does not exhaust the imaginal faculty of the subordinate 

classes, whose vulgar energies may even in this practico-inert world 

have some surprises in store. • 

' 
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Four Cheers for Vulgarity!!!! 

the removal of the elevated point of view, 

which adds immeasurably to the number of things 
and their names 

-Pier Paolo Pasolini 

If you want to show that your version of Marxism is a cut above 

somebody else's, the quickest way to do so is to call the other Yulgar. 

One's own is sophisticated, subtle, erudite, philosophically rich-all 

the things the vulgar is not. Or so it has been for a century. Even 

outside the small world of self-described Marxists, some versions 

of Marxism have been acceptable in polite company-but rarely 

the vulgar ones. What is wrong about the vulgar other is a bit of a 

moving target, as we shall see. The category works by contrast, as 

the bad term in a combinatory. The sins of the vulgarians are what 
you claim your refinement of Marxism is a cut above. 

When Marx said something was vulgar, he often meant it was 
bourgeois. This sense of the vulgar is that which has been stripped 

of its qualities by exchange. But vulgar is a promiscuous word, and 

sometimes even among Marxists it refers not to the exchangeable 

thing, but the laboring peoples and the "dirt" that sticks to them one 
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