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“Thegear man” in “the competitive society” :
The historical metaphor of Marx’s critique of machine technology

DAI Yanchun
(School of Marxism, Central South University, Changsha 410083, China)

Abstract: Judging from the perspective of Marx’s critique of machine technology, modern mechanical
industry has established an objective production shaping and technological sequence model. The “gear” thus
serves not only as a functional component of the concretization of the machine technology system, but also
as a contemporary representation of the material survival of modern people in the capitalist “competitive
society”. The “gear man” has become the basic image of the capitalist machine technology era and competes
in the world driven by the “freedom” of capital logic. The “free competition” mechanism of capitalism
generates “gear man” into three aspects: first, placing them in fear of being broken; second, using the ghostly
presence of capital freedom to cover up the emptiness of human freedom; third, using the “money-freedom”
illusion of modernity to trap “gear man” in a “conscious- unconscious state,” hence rendering “the gear man”
as the competitor unable to achieve real freedom. In the solution to dissolve the existence of “gear man”, the
“cooling theory” rejects technological evolution, and “the acceleration theory” agrees with the acceleration
of capitalized technology, neither of which can overcome “the technological paradigm” of capitalism.
Chinese-style modernization is a practical model for the application of socialist technology. It pursues
technological development and sharing of achievements under the premise of institutional guarantees, thus
demonstrating the specific possibility of dispelling the survival of “gear man” and taming capital, and
leading the modernization movement to communism.

Key words: free competition; “the gear man”; capital power; technical criticism; Chinese modernization
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