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Immaterial Labour

Maurizio Lazzarato

A significant amount of empirical research has been conducted concerning the new forms of the organization of work. This, combined with a corresponding wealth of theoretical reflection, has made possible the identification of a new
conception of what work is nowadays and what new power relations it implies.

An initial synthesis of these results—framed in terms of an attempt to define the technical and subjective-political composition of the working class—can be expressed in the concept of immaterial labor, which is defined as the labor that
produces the informational and cultural concent of the commeodity. The concept of immaterial labor refers to twe different aspects of labor. On the one hand, as regards the “informational content” of the commodity, it refers directly to the
changes taking place in workers' labor processes in big companies in the industrial and tertiary sectors, where the skills involved in direct labor are increasingly skills involving cybernetics and computer control (and harizontal and vertical
communication). On che other hand, as regards the activity that produces the "cultural content” of the commodity, immaterial labor involves a series of activities that are not normally recognized as "work"—in other words, the kinds of
activities involved in defining and fixing cultural and artistic standards, fashions, tastes, consumer norms, and, more strategically, public opinion. Once the privileged domain of the bourgeoisie and its children, these activities have since the
end of the 19705 become the domain of what we have come to define as "mass intellectuality.” The profound changes in these strategic sectors have radically modified not only the composition, management, and regulation of the warkforce—
the organization of production—but alse, and more deeply, the role and function of intellectuals and their activities within society.

The “great transformation” that began at the start of the 1970s has changed the very terms in which the question is posed. Manual labor is increasingly coming to involve procedures that could be defined as “intellectual,” and the new
communications technologies increasingly require subjectivities that are rich in knowledge. It is not simply that intellectual labor has become subjected to the norms of capitalist production. What has happened is that a new “mass
intellectuality” has come into being, created out of a combination of the demands of capitalist production and the forms of “self-valorization” that the struggle against work has produced. The old dichotomy between “mental and manual labor,”
or between "material labor and immaterial labor,” risks failing to grasp the new nature of productive activity, which takes this separation on board and transforms it. The split between conception and execution, between labor and creativity,
between author and audience, is simultaneously transcended within the "labor process” and reimposed as political command within the “process of valorization.”

The restructured worker

Twenty years of restructuring of the big factories has led to a curious paradox. The various different post-Fordist models have been constructed both on the defeat of the Fordist worker and on the recognition of the centrality of (an ever
increasingly intellectualized) living labor within production. In today's large restructured company, a worker’s work increasingly involves, at various levels, an ability to choose among different alternatives and thus a degree of responsibility
regarding decision making. The concept of “interface” used by communications sociologists provides a fair definition of the activities of this kind of worker—as an interface between different functions, between different work teams, between
different levels of the hierarchy, and so forth. What modern management techniques are looking for is for “the worker's soul to become part of the factory.” The worker's personality and subjectivity have to be made susceptible to organization
and command. It is around immateriality that the quality and quantity of labor are organized. This transformation of working-class labor into a labor of control, of handling information, into a decision-making capacity that involves the
investment of subjectivity, affects workers in varying ways according to their positions within the factory hierarchy, but it is nevertheless present as an irreversible process. Work can thus be defined as the capacity to activate and manage
productive cooperation. In this phase, workers are expected to become “active subjects” in the coordination of the various functions of production, instead of being subjected to it as simple command. We arrive at a point where a collective
learning process becomes the heart of productivity, because it is no longer a matter of finding different ways of composing or organizing already existing job functions, but of looking for new ones.

The problem, hawever, of subjectivity and its collective farm, its consttution and its development, has immediately expressed itself as a clash between social classes within the organization of work. | should point out that what | am describing
is not some utopian vision of recomposition, but the very real terrain and conditions of the conflict between social classes. The capitalist needs to find an unmediated way of establishing command over subjectivity itself; the prescription and
definition of tasks transforms into a prescription of subjectivities. The new slogan of Western societies is that we should all "become subjects”. Participative management is a technology of power, a technology for creating and centrolling the
“subjective processes.” As it is no longer possible to confine subjectivity merely to tasks of execution, it becomes necessary for the subject's competence in the areas of management, communication, and creativity to be made compatible with
the conditions of “production for production’s sake.” Thus the slogan "become subjects,” far from eliminating the antagonism between hierarchy and cooperation, between autonomy and command, actually re-poses the antagonism at a higher
level, because it both mobilizes and clashes with the very personality of the individual worker. First and foremost, we have here a discourse that is authoritarian: one has to express oneself, one has to speak, communicate, cooperate, and so
forth. The "tone” is that of the people who were in executive command under Taylorization; all that has changed is the content. Second, if it is no longer possible to lay down and specify jobs and responsibilities rigidly (in the way that was once
done with “scientific” studies of work), but if, on the contrary, jobs now require cooperation and collective coordination, then the subjects of that production must be capable of communication—they must be active participants within a work
team. The communicational relationship (both vertically and horizontally) is thus completely predetermined in both form and content; it is subordinated to the "circulation of information” and is not expected to be anything other. The subject
becomes a simple relayer of codification and decodification, whose transmitted messages must be "clear and free of ambiguity,” within a communications context that has been completely nermalized by management. The necessity of imposing
command and the violence that goes along with it here take on a normative communicative form.

The management mandate to "become subjects of communication” threatens to be even more totalitarian than the earlier rigid division between mental and manual labor (ideas and execution), because capitalism seeks to involve even the
worker's personality and subjectivity within the production of value. Capital wants a situation where command resides within the subject him- or herself, and within the communicative process. The worker is to be responsible for his or her own
control and motivation within the work group without a foreman needing to intervene, and the foreman's role is redefined into that of a facilitator. In fact, employers are extremely worried by the double problem this creates: on one hand, they
are forced to recognize the autonomy and freedom of labor as the only possible form of cooperation in production, but on the other hand, at the same time, they are obliged (a life-and-death necessity for the capitalist) not to "redistribute” the
power that the new quality of labor and its organization imply. Today's management thinking takes workers' subjectivity into consideration only in order to codify it in line with the requirements of production. And once again this phase of
transformation succeeds in concealing the fact that the individual and collective interests of workers and those of the company are not identical.

I have defined working-class labor as an abstract activity that nowadays invalves the application of subjectivity. In order to avaid misunderstandings, however, | should add that this form of productive activity is not limited only to highly skilled
warkers: it refers t a nse valie f lahar nawer tndav. and. mare senerally. ta the form nf activity af every nraductive suhisct within nnstindustrial sacietv. One cauld sav that in the hishly skilled. aualified warker. the “rammunicatianal madel”
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