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To me, Marx’s analysis of capital is a 
little like a Rubik’s Cube.

 
 



By twisting and rotating different parts 
of the Cube, you can bring different 
colors to each of its surfaces while 
everything remains linked underneath.

 
 



For some years, it’s 
seemed to me that when 
we talk about world 
ecology, it can be useful 
to arrange the Cube so 
that the colors uppermost 
correspond to Marx’s 
distinction between 
living and dead labor …

 

}



… with other concepts beneath 
revealing their dependence on it. E.g.: 

 

}



}

The labor theory of value.
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and the evolution of the labor 
process.
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The labor theory of value.

The doctrine that machines do 
not produce value by 
themselves.

The concept of the organic 
composition of capital.

The hypothesis of the tendency 
of the rate of profit to fall.

The concepts of exploitation 
and the evolution of the labor 
process.

The concepts of capital and 
capital accumulation 
themselves. 



 

This way of arranging the 
Cube amounts to suggesting 
that one way of setting out to 
understand accumulation 
and its evolving 
contradictions under 
industrial capitalism is to try 
to grasp what living labor is 
with respect to dead labor … 



 

… i.e., what 
human 
activity is 
with respect 
to machine 
activity … 



 

… or, in more contemporary terms, the 
question of artificial intelligence.

… which is to suggest a way of 
understanding capital accumulation that 
was in some respects unavailable to Marx 
himself.



 

What, then, is the structure of living 
labor? And how exactly does it differ 
from the structure of dead labor? And 
how do the two combine in industrial 
capital?



 

The suggestion I would 
like to explore, inspired 

by the artificial 
intelligence discussion of 
the last 100 years or so, is 

that the “fine grain” of 
living labor is a 

patchwork of what 
Wittgenstein called 

“language-games”, or 
what might also be called 

“language-ecologies”.



 

For example, the activities of 
classifying, recognizing, 
calculating, reading, inferring, 
interpreting, translating, 
foreseeing, predicting, learning, 
communicating, weaving and so 
forth.



 

… the sorts of things that human 
workers do every second of every 
working day whether they are 
working with others… 



 

… or working alone… 



 

… whether they are performing so-
called “intellectual” tasks … 



 

… or so-called “manual” labor …  



 

… so-called “immaterial” labor or 
“symbol manipulation” … 

… or so-called “material” labor … 



 

… paid work … 

or unpaid. 



 

The point is that, from a 
Wittgensteinian point of view, no 
machine has yet been able to do any 
of these things –

classify, recognize, calculate, read, 
infer, interpret, translate, foresee, 
predict, learn, communicate, weave. 



 

Hypothetically, of course, insofar as 
machines become able to do these 
things, they could become living 
labor in the full Wittgensteinian 
sense.



 

Indeed, if we 
suddenly discovered 

that Facebook’s 
employees were 

composed of silicon 
chips, we would have 
discovered that some 

machines had already 
become living labor.



 

Why? Because we know that to do their 
jobs, Facebook employees, machines or 
not, have to be able to explain or justify 
their own acts of classifying, recognizing, 
translating, etc. by appealing to rules – 
and have to be able to correct and teach 
others trying to perform such acts, again 
by appealing to norms.  



 

 To be able to classify, recognize, calculate 
or translate any one thing in the way their 
jobs require, they have to be able to do 
and believe thousands of other disparate 
things as well in ways that are subject to 
being corrected by others in society. 



 

But that also means that they are 
able (for example) to carry out 
and explain acts of resistance as 
being technically “correct” 
according to rules laid down by 
capital. 



 



 

That is, precisely the kind of situation 
that capital has always had to try to 
transcend or avoid through 
mechanization.

Which is a new way of putting the 
old insight that what characterizes the 
living labor that capital needs, 
paradoxically, is the ability to resist.



 

Whereas what characterizes the dead 
labor that capital also perpetually 
needs to enlist is precisely a lack of 
what is today called “artificial 
general intelligence”, or the ability to 
resist. Machines that could classify, 
calculate, recognize and interpret in 
the Wittgensteinian sense are not the 
machines that capital needs.



 

The fine grain of dead labor is that it 
is not able to “work to rule” … 



 

It cannot obey rules laid down by 
capital because it cannot disobey 
them. 



 

… and for this reason cannot, by 
itself, create new capitalist value.



 

The “fine grain” of dead labor, 
indeed, can be redescribed in terms 
that correspond to the mechanistic 
or Cartesian AI project of 
explaining acts of classifying, 
recognizing, translating and so 
forth by appealing to a causal 
sequence of inner states 
modellable by machines – 
something like the process of 
digestion … 



 

… sequences that could be mass-
produced without the addition of extra 
humans or the concept of error … 



 

… a structural reflection of capital’s 
perennial fantasy of subordinating 
living to dead labor, thus eliminating 
contradictions (but also, unavoidably, 
eliminating the possibility of surplus). 



 

In energetic terms, dead labor is, in 
principle, infinitely amplifiable by 
thermodynamic energy.

Living labor is not.



 

Or, in more contemporary terms, 
representations (algorithms, data) 
are, in principle, infinitely 
amplifiable by thermodynamic 
energy.

Concepts are not. 



 

In the future, I 
would like to 
suggest, the 
implications will 
need to be 
explored further by 
human ecology 
and world ecology.
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