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Abstract 
This thesis explores precarization of work and subject formation in seven 

post-referendum Brexit novels through theories of cognitive capitalism and 

biopolitical production. The analysis is anchored in Michael Hardt and 

Antonio Negri’s reconceptualization of Michel Foucault’s notion of 

biopolitics. Hardt and Negri combine the concept of biopolitics with 

contemporary theories of cognitive capitalism and immaterial labour, to 

illuminate how subjects are subsumed into a system of biopower in which 

capitalistic production has become biopolitical production. I argue that the 

Brexit novels examined in this thesis demonstrate how the intrinsic bond 

between production and life shapes the characters’ relationship to the 

referendum. As the characters are caught between individual goals and 

communal values, in a system that demands that they take sole responsibility 

for their own success while also being responsible democratic citizens, the 

referendum produces conflicted subjects that experience deep internal and 

external conflicts in relation to Brexit.  
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1 Introduction 

Since Brexit became the hot topic, in both Britain and around the globe, in 2016, debates have 

insistently focused on the deciding factors behind the 52 per cent majority decision to leave 

the European Union. However important such analysis is, it tends to be preoccupied with an 

anonymous multiplicity of people at the expense of the actual individuals that make up that 

group. In “What’s the Subject? Brexit and Politics as Articulation,” John Clarke and Janet 

Newman argue that the exploration of the ‘why-Britain-voted-leave’ question “was largely 

conducted through versions of political demography in which the population of the UK was 

neatly divided into a series of binary divisions” (69), which projected “strangely stable 

political identities from a single issue” (68). Thus, as media and academics stress factors like 

class, race, gender, and age, the people behind both Remain and Leave votes are often 

condensed into binary categories of identity, out of which a one-dimensional image of the 

voter emerges.  

To counter this distillment of voters into binary categories of divided identities, Clarke 

and Newman suggest a discourse that emphases “subjectivity as plural and potentially 

contradictory,” (69) and that understands the political subject as simultaneously affected by 

all the binary roles exemplified above, but also “as traversed by different social relations and 

inhabiting plural (and contradictory) rather than singular cultural fields” (70). They stress how 

subjects are immersed in networks of conditions which come together to build 

multidimensional selves that are neither singular nor coherent. Brexit fiction arguably aids 

such discourse by situating the referendum within larger networks of power that intersect in 

shaping the characters’ subjectivities.1 In the introduction to the anthology Brexit and 

 
1 For clarity, I employ the term ‘subjectivity’ in this exploration to point to the multidimensionality of the self, 
while identity is mainly used to point to divided categories of subjectivity. However, this is not to say that 
identity it itself does not entail this potential as well.  
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Literature: Critical and Cultural responses, Robert Eaglestone argues that Brexit “is 

unavoidably to do with identity as well as analysis, ‘who we are’ as well as ‘what we do’, and 

demands thoughtful out-of-the-ordinary critical and cultural responses of all kinds” (2). 

According to him, literature plays “a crucial role in our thought about how we live as 

individuals and as communities because of its deep involvement with personal and communal 

identity and because it broadens and reflects on our ability to think, feel and argue” (2). In 

other words, in literature, the individual can step out of the masses to display a multilayered 

sense of self that includes both personal and communal subjectivity in relation to Brexit. 

In this thesis, I explore the role that Brexit plays in the subject formation of the 

characters in Brexit fiction. For this exploration, I examine seven post-referendum novels2: 

Ali Smith’s Autumn (2016), Anthony Cartwright’s The Cut (2017), Jonathan Coe’s Middle 

England (2018), Sam Byers’ Perfidious Albion (2018), John Lanchester’s The Wall (2019), 

Ian McEwan’s The Cockroach (2019), and Chris Mullin’s Friends of Harry Perkins (2019).3 

These Brexit narratives illustrate Brexit as a political event that runs through the fabric of 

British life, not only, as the existing research argues, exposing ruptures in the collective 

British identity, but also acting as a significant moment in the characters’ production of 

subjectivity. 

As subjectivity is an evident theme in novels that tackle the effects of Britain’s exit 

from the European Union,4 subjectivity, or identity, has also been the main focus of research 

on this field of literature. However, so far, the small collection of scholarly work on Brexit 

 
2 In this context, post-referendum refers to novels written after the Brexit referendum, rather than referencing the 
time span in the novels’ plots. Although, all seven novels are at least partly situated post-referendum.  
3 Though all of these will be discussed in the analysis, the main focus will be on Middle England and Perfidious 
Albion, two very different novels that come together to illustrate similar processes. 
4 Fiction dealing with the topic of Brexit has been discussed as a genre or subgenre. For example, in a piece in 
The Financial Times, “Brexlit: The New Landscape of British Fiction,” Jon Day coins the term ‘Brexlit’ to refer 
to an emerging “fledgling sub-genre” of fictional literature dealing with the preconditions and effects of Brexit 
(Day, www.ft.com). This conversation has been further developed by Kristian Shaw in the anthology Brexit and 
Literature: Critical and Cultural Responses. In this thesis, I will use the term Brexit fiction as I am focusing on 
novels before other forms of literature. 
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and fiction has primarily focused on identity and subjectivity in relation to topics of 

nationalism and cosmopolitanism. Though these topics can be explored in all sorts of Brexit 

literature, researchers have mainly, as of yet, looked to fiction’s possibility to express several 

levels of subjectivity through dialogue between characters, as well as internal dialogue and 

unconscious processes, to grapple with writers’ efforts to enforce, oppose, or re-institute these 

different notions.5 In his contribution to the anthology mentioned above, Kristian Shaw argues 

that Brexit fiction identifies a conflict within British society in countering narratives of 

nationalism and cosmopolitanism (15), as the referendum manifested several decades of 

Euroscepticism and xenophobia, as well as the “corresponding failures of the left to either 

endorse European integration or acknowledge the values of modern patriotism” (16). While I 

agree that this conflict is a palpable theme in many Brexit novels, including some of the 

novels examined here, the fiction examined in this thesis also seemingly differs between 

nationalism that is driven by patriotism, and nationalism that is driven by precarity. Several of 

these novels depict patriotism as a dwindling concept, rather than represent a “modern 

patriotism,” while instead demonstrating how nationalistic values feeds on the precarity of 

contemporary life. 

Through Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s reconceptualization of Michel Foucault’s 

theory of biopolitics in conjunction with theories of cognitive capitalism and immaterial 

labour, I argue that these Brexit novels illustrate how growing precarity in terms of labour and 

subjectivity within cognitive capitalism has spurred an internalization of biopolitical 

technologies, rendering conflicted subjects that are caught between individual and communal 

values. The characters of the Brexit novels explored in this thesis are subsumed into a system 

 
5 Of course, there are other forms of literature, like drama, that also can make use of dialogue and consciousness 
in this way. However, the production of plays on the topic has not yet measured up to the production of novels. 
That said, scholars are also examining other forms of literature in relation to Brexit. For example, Aleks Sierz 
explores drama and Brexit in “British Theater after Brexit: One Year On,” and Anne Varty discusses Brexit 
poetry in her contribution to Brexit and Literature, “Poetry and Brexit.” 
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of production, where internalized biopolitics makes subjects responsible for their own 

productivity, in immaterial and creative labour, consequently prompting a growing 

individualization of labour. Simultaneously, both Leavers and Remainers are inscribed with 

communal values and the notion of a ‘greater good,’ and thus emerge in the referendum as 

anxious and conflicted voters. This is illustrated in the characters’ preoccupation with matters 

that concern Brexit, and their inability to come to terms both with these conflicting ideas 

within the self and in relation to other characters. While the characters are both made subjects 

in this process, and resist subjectification, the referendum becomes a defining moment in their 

subject formation.  

In my analysis, I illustrate how the move from material to immaterial labour has 

furthered an internalization of biopolitical technologies, which consequently affects the 

production of subjectivity. Foucault’s theory of biopolitics,6 which describes a structure of 

biopolitical technologies of administration and control over the workers’ bodies in industrial 

capitalism, has been reconceptualized in conjunction with theories of cognitive capitalism and 

immaterial labour. In Empire, Hardt and Negri argue that the growing immateriality of labour 

has spurred an internalization of biopolitical technologies, where power has been extended 

and now operates both within and outside of the social institutions described above. This 

internalization is “expressed as a control that extends . . . across the entirety of social 

relations” (24). Thus, they propose a conceptualization of contemporary organization of 

power as permeated by the biopolitical, in which immaterial forms of labour expand 

capitalism’s effect on subjectivity.  

 
6 Biopolitics is discussed in several of Foucault’s works. He lays out the foundation for his take on this term in 
the endnote to The History of Sexuality: The Will to Knowledge. It is further developed in, amongst others, 
Society Must Be Defended, and The Birth of Biopolitics, two collections of lectures that have been published in 
the Lectures at Collége de France series. 
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Questions of subjectivity are important in discussions about contemporary forms of 

capitalism, as the organization of society have become intrinsically tied to accumulation and 

production within a new form of capitalism which is characterized by a growing 

immateriality. In Cognitive Capitalism, Welfare and Labour: The Commonfare Hypothesis, 

Alfonso Giuliani and Carlo Vercellone define this new capitalism as a “system of 

accumulation in which the cognitive intellectual dimensions of labour become dominant” 

(11). In the novels, this move from industrial to cognitive capitalism has resulted in a growing 

precarity across different sectors, as labour is characterized by fluctuating demand and an 

appropriation of intellectuality and creativity, resulting in capitalistic production that 

simultaneously occurs both inside and outside the worker.  

In the following section, I will outline the discussion of Brexit fiction as a subgenre, as 

well as present the relevant previous research on this topic. In conjunction with this 

discussion, I will also take the opportunity to introduce the novels which are the focus in this 

thesis, while relating them to the ongoing mapping of Brexit fiction. Thereafter, I will further 

develop the theoretical framework that guides my subsequent analysis, discussing the changes 

in contemporary capitalism and the implications of these changes on the organization of 

power and the social production of subjectivity. In the analysis, which is divided into four 

parts, I will discuss how changes in the nature of contemporary capitalism and labour have 

aided in a precarization of work7 for several of the novels’ characters, which has consequently 

instigated an internalization of biopolitical technologies. Subsequently, I will discuss the 

implications of this internalization for the characters’ relationship to the referendum.  

 
7 I here employ the term ’work’ as the different activities that I examine in this thesis does not necessarily fall 
into the traditional category of ‘labour’ within Marxist theory. However, it is important to note that the 
Autonomist Marxist term ‘immaterial labour,’ which is essential for the theoretical framework of this thesis, 
does not adhere to the same limits that are inscribed in the traditional Marxists view of labour. With the phrase 
‘precarization of work,’ I thus refer to the extension of precarity across different classes and different 
occupations. I will discuss class more extensively in the analysis section. 
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2 Brexit Fiction as Subgenre 

As Brexit fiction has just recently emerged with the preparations for, and the aftermath of, the 

2016 referendum, scholars have only begun to map the potential of this new subgenre. Thus, 

the available scholarly work is, as of yet, quite scarce. While some of the novels included in 

this exploration have been given a fair deal of attention, mainly Smith’s Autumn, a majority of 

the novels have received little to no attention. Therefore, the subsequent discussion is mainly 

focused on the characterization of Brexit fiction as subgenre. I begin by relaying some 

suggestions on a working definition of Brexit fiction, as well as discussing the extent to which 

this subgenre relates to political fiction. Then, I move on to look at the problems in terms of 

representation of geography, ethnicity, and class, which scholars have identified in Brexit 

fiction. In addition to discussing these topics, I will relate the discussion to the seven novels 

that are examined in this thesis, while taking the opportunity to briefly present them in terms 

of principal themes.  

Though the definition of Brexit fiction is not set in stone, most scholars that focus on 

this field agree on the potential diversity of this subgenre. In “Fiction in Dark Times: the 

Brexit Novel and Ali Smith” Harald Pittel states that though contributions to this genre have 

been written both before and after the referendum, and in “various cultural and political 

contexts,” what they have in common is their focus on contemporary Britain (58). This 

diversity and range of Brexit fiction is further established by Shaw, who defines this subgenre 

as concerning “fictions that either directly respond or imaginatively allude to Britain’s exit 

from the EU, or engage with the subsequent socio-cultural, economic, racial or cosmopolitical 

consequences of Britain’s withdrawal” (18). In other words, Pittel and Shaw provide a broad 

definition of this subgenre, which comprises fiction that allegorically or literally deals with 

Brexit, or any aspect of life that can be connected to Brexit.  
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However, there is also a narrower definition of Brexit fiction, which equates Brexit 

fiction with political fiction, and thus define the former according to its political 

representation. In “The Return of Political Fiction? An Analysis of Howard Jacobson’s Pussy 

(2017) and Ali Smith’s Autumn (2016) as First Reactions to the Phenomena ‘Donald Trump’ 

and ‘Brexit’ in Contemporary British Literature,” Johannes Wally investigates the proclaimed 

return of political fiction after the 2016 US election and the Brexit-referendum that took place 

that same year. According to Wally, as political themes are present to some extent in most 

novels (66), the political novel should be characterized according to its concrete grappling 

with political ambitions and political actions (67).8 Considering this notion of political fiction, 

Wally, in his subsequent analysis of Smith’s Autumn, problematizes that the novel has been 

classified as a Brexit novel. The sentimental and slow-paced Autumn, published in the fall 

following the referendum and consequently referred to as the first Brexit novel, explores 

Brexit in close and personal relationships between the characters, while also connecting these 

personal relationships to the grander picture of a divided Britain that is witnessing “the end of 

dialogue” (Smith 112). Despite the celebratory notes from several scholars on Autumn’s 

representation of post-referendum England, Wally argues that the novel’s reputation as first 

Brexit novel is questionable, as he maintains that it is not an example of a political novel since 

“its thematic focus lies elsewhere” (Wally 81). In other words, he seemingly equates Brexit 

fiction with political fiction.  

Considering the former, broader definition of Brexit fiction provided by Pittel and 

Shaw, this equation of Brexit fiction and political fiction becomes somewhat problematic. 

Arguably, to equate the Brexit novel with the political novel marginalizes Brexit’s function 

 
8 In The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, Fredric Jameson in fact argues that all 
texts are political to some extent. Jameson disputes the division between the social, political, historical and 
cultural text as well as the idea of texts that are none of these things. He argues that such a division creates an 
illusion that the subject is free to escape to a time and place where it stands unaffected by these three factors. 
According to Jameson, such freedom is not possible, since the social, political and historical is constant present 
factors within all narratives. 
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outside of the political scene. As research on these narratives previously has shown, which 

this thesis will aid in illuminating, Brexit fiction also explores the referendum in relation to 

identity and subjectivity through personal relationships. This is the case in novels like 

Autumn, as Wally himself notes, and Coe’s Middle England, which follows the same 

characters as a few of his earlier novels into the uncertain times around the Brexit referendum. 

However, there are Brexit novels that deal more directly with political ambitions. One such 

novel is Mullin’s The Friends of Harry Perkins, which trails a group of Labour politicians 

into post-Brexit Britain.9 In the novel, one of the group members, Fred Thompson, climbs to 

the top of the party and attempts to re-join the EU. Another novel that foregrounds the 

political and economic elements of Brexit is McEwan’s The Cockroach. In this deeply 

satirical novel, it is the entire capitalistic system that is up for a reversal, as an army of ex-

cockroaches take over the bodies of the UK’s top political leaders, led by Prime Minister Jim 

Sams, and initiate a reversal of the country’s economy.10  

While Mullin and McEwan place the concrete political and economic realities of 

Brexit in the centre of the novels’ plots, they are not necessarily more “pure” Brexit novels 

than the three previously mentioned. As, for example, Middle England foregrounds the 

personal lives of its characters, with the events around the referendum as a backdrop, the 

novel illustrates the impact of these events in the lives of a fraction of the UK population. In 

other words, while primarily focusing on Brexit in terms of personal consequences for the 

characters, the referendum still permeates the novel and partly determines the characters’ 

subject formation. Therefore, Brexit fiction can arguably be classified as such according to the 

 
9 The Friends of Harry Perkins is a stand-alone sequel to Mullin’s successful A Very British Coup, published in 
1982. 
10 The novel reverses Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis, as Jim Sams is a cockroach who one day wakes up as a 
human. 
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importance that Brexit plays in the characters’ subject formation, allegorically and literally, 

rather than its mere political representation of policymaking.  

A bigger problem in this subgenre than a potential lack of political arenas is the lack 

of European representation, both geographically and in terms of characters. In a piece in The 

Financial Times, “Brexlit: The New Landscape of British Fiction,” Jon Day problematizes 

this genre’s exclusion of Europe from its narratives.11 He states that as this group of novels 

mainly exclude Europe and Europeans from their plots: “[t]he Brexit novel — so far — turns 

out not to be about Europe at all, but about the littleness of Britain” (www.ft.com). This is 

further argued by Harald Pittel in “Fiction in Dark Times: the Brexit Novel and Ali Smith,” 

who notes that these narratives are inherently English, as they include little of the European 

landscape or the larger, global or European, political context. Besides their small European 

presence, they also coherently represent a small part of Britain, made up of London and the 

middle England, leaving Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the rest of England outside of 

its narrative (Pittel 59). According to Pittel, this form of narrow representation allows Brexit 

fiction to privilege “England in order to expose it in fractured state, typically centred around a 

more or less complex and more or less fictionalized, though always threateningly deep social 

conflict” (60). The pressing importance of Brexit’s impact on subjectivity, that several of the 

novels examined here illustrate, is in Pittel’s view foregrounded at the expense of a wider 

representation that includes more of Britain, but also Europe and Europeans. This applies to 

most of the novels that I discuss in this thesis, as they rather coherently present white, English 

characters in London and a few small towns in the Middle of England. If European characters 

are represented, they are often so without narrative focalization, and seemingly serve more to 

 
11 Day does not state what he includes in the term ‘fictional,’ but references seven novels in his article and no 
other forms of literature. 
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represent the question of immigration than to express Brexit’s effect on their subject 

formation.12 

The deep social conflict that Pittel uncovers in Brexit fiction is in Shaw’s view mainly 

connected to questions of nationalism and national versus cosmopolitan identities. Shaw 

establishes that Brexit did not create the political contestation we have seen since the 

referendum was proposed; instead, he argues that Brexit is the manifestation of a cultural and 

political rupture that has been boiling in British society for several decades. As such, “Brexit 

did not divide the nation, it merely revealed the inherent divisions within society” (Shaw 16). 

This division is the main theme of The Cut, in which the referendum is paralleled with the 

personal relationship between a small-town industrial worker and a London-based 

filmmaker.13 According to Shaw, this couple represents the two sides of Britain that the 

referendum uncovered (18). Thus, as Pittel argues of Brexit fiction in general, the privileging 

of small parts of England arguably serves, in this novel, to illustrate Britain as deeply 

fractured. 

However, there are also Brexit novels where the foregrounding of Britain does not 

obfuscate questions of migration and the larger European context. In Lanchester’s The Wall, 

the foregrounding of Britain at the expense of Europe is instead a thematic focus. The 

dystopic and futuristic novel depicts a UK that is fenced off from the rest of the world; a 

world which is largely in shatters and in which no other nation than the UK has survived 

extreme climate change inflicted catastrophes. Brexit is not explicitly mentioned in The Wall; 

instead, it is explored in terms of British isolation through a massive stone wall that envelops 

the UK and on which British citizens patrol day and night to keep invaders out. Interestingly, 

 
12 The question of immigration is, in contrast to the actual people that are affected by policies on immigration, 
heavily represented in most of the novels. 
13 According to Shaw, Cartwright was commissioned to write the novel as a direct reaction to the referendum 
result, to bridge the gap between the two sides of the British population that emerged with the referendum (23).  
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however, despite this seemingly narrow perspective, Lanchester’s novel investigates matters 

of immigration, borders and nationality to a wider extent than many of the other novels 

represented in this subgenre. Though the material representation of Europe is scarce, the focus 

on Britain’s actual relationship to the rest of the world is foregrounded in the novel.  

Another issue in terms of representation in this subgenre, which is brought up by 

Wally in his exploration of Autumn, is the clear-cut privileging of middle-class perspectives. 

Wally argues that Autumn bears “witness to the identity crisis of the liberal, educated middle 

class, who perhaps feel that they are no longer the cultural and political back-bone of western 

societies” (Wally 82). Importantly, Wally does not propose that the entire middle-class was 

displaced in the referendum, but instead points specifically to the educated middle-class. This 

distinction is important since there, according to, for example, Clarke and Newman, is 

empirical evidence that points to the middle-class as the biggest category of Leave voters 

(70). That said, the educated middle-class is over-represented within Brexit fiction, as they 

make up a large majority of the characters in these novels.14 However, while Wally seemingly 

perceives the educated middle-class as a stable social group, the novels examined in this 

thesis instead illustrate the precarity and instability of both the working- and middle-classes. I 

will return to this discussion in the analysis section, mainly in relation to Byer’s Perfidious 

Albion - a post-Brexit novel which grounds Brexit in the expansion of the capitalistic system – 

and Middle England.  

The novels discussed above all connect to processes of subject formation in varying 

degrees. As mentioned in the introduction, Clarke and Newman suggest that the political 

subject is traversed by multiple categories of subjectivity across several social fields (70). 

Thus, although Shaw, for example, is right to point out that the line between national and 

 
14 In general, Brexit fiction is so far Remain dominated, as most of the novels assume Brexit to be a negative 
outcome of the referendum. One example of a Brexit novel that is Leave oriented is Kompromat: A Brexit Affair, 
by Stanley Johnson (Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s father and former Member of the European Parliament). 
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cosmopolitan identities is visible in discussions and statistics around the Brexit referendum; 

the scholars who invoke race or class as important factors in the election are also correct.15 As 

the novels explored in this thesis are dominated by a middle-class perspective, so far, they 

have not been viewed in relation to theories of labour subjectivity. However, as I will 

illustrate in the next section, theories of contemporary capitalism are pointing to a growing 

precarity across classes, and therefore, these narratives can arguably aid in shedding light on 

this aspect of subjectivity. Therefore, I will add to the emergent mapping of Brexit fiction by 

incorporating the discussion on Brexit subjectivity into theories of contemporary capitalism 

and organization of power.  

3 Organization of Power within New Forms of Capital and Labour 

In this section, I outline the theories through which I will examine the novels under 

discussion. Starting with a theorization on the nature of contemporary capitalism, I discuss 

how the transformations of capitalistic relations during the latter part of the 20th century, and 

the early 21st, has culminated in the emergence of a third form of capitalism. This new 

capitalistic system has spurred discussions on changes in power networks, and ultimately, in 

the process of subjectification. I view these discussions in relation to Foucault’s theory of 

biopolitics, which has been adopted and reinvented by Hardt and Negri with regards to 

cognitive capitalism and subsequent changes in the nature of labour. Lastly, these concepts 

are discussed in relation to Foucault’s views on freedom and resistance as necessary 

prerequisites for the workings of power, and the possibilities for an alternative subject 

formation. 

 
15 For a discussion on race as the most important factor in the referendum result, see Anshuman A. Mondal’s 
“Scratching the Post-imperial Itch.” 
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3.1 Cognitive Capitalism  

In Cognitive Capitalism, Yann Moulier-Boutang argues that capitalism post-1975 has mutated 

to the extent that a third, more advanced form of the capitalistic system has emerged.16 

According to him, neoliberal financialized globalization, made possible by a quick 

development of information and communication technologies, set in motion a transformation 

of the nature of production and labour (Moulier-Boutang 14), as well as changes in relation to 

material resources and the biosphere (17). This idea contrasts with the wide-spread theory of a 

knowledge-based economy which views these changes in capitalism as only concerning 

certain parts of the system rather than permeating the system. In the first chapter of Cognitive 

Capitalism, Welfare and Labour: The Commonfare Hypothesis, Carlo Vercellone and Alfonso 

Giuliani provide a detailed critique of the concept of a knowledge-based economy. They 

argue that while this concept acknowledges the historical break that foregrounds a 

knowledge-based economy, it “skips over the transformations of social relations and relations 

of knowledge and power that structure the development of production forces, both material 

and immaterial” (Vercellone and Giuliani 12). For example, Vercellone and Giuliani claim 

that these approaches align themselves with a “technological determinism,” as they focus on 

the automatization of production and remain grounded in a Fordist conception of production 

(13). According to them, this view obfuscates “the return in force of cognitive dimensions of 

labour” which is visible in all stages of both material and immaterial production (13). In other 

words, in the theory of a knowledge-based economy, knowledge is viewed as the product that 

is being mass-produced, rather than as both product and means of production. The difference 

between the notion of a knowledge-based economy and the notion of cognitive capitalism 

 
16 The transition from industrial capitalism to the system that we see operating today is presently being debated 
within scholarly research. Though there are other conceptualizations that also has merit, cognitive capitalism is 
the most useful theory for the purpose of this thesis. 
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highlights the latter’s aim to take the totality of the contemporary system of accumulation, 

production and labour into account.  

Thus, cognitive capitalism points to capitalism’s permanence while identifying the 

vast changes that the system has gone through. Vercellone and Giuliani define cognitive 

capitalism as a “system of accumulation in which the cognitive intellectual dimensions of 

labour become dominant and the central stake over the valorization of capital becomes 

directly related to the transformation of knowledge into a fictitious commodity” (11). 

According to them, retaining the term ‘capitalism’ affirms the permanence of the capitalistic 

system, particularly indicating the persistence of the role of “profit and wage-relation” (14), 

while the term ‘cognitive’ highlights “the novel nature of labour, the sources of value and the 

forms of property that support the accumulation of capital” (15). In one of the Brexit novels 

that are examined in this thesis, Coe’s Middle England, the contrast between industrial and 

cognitive capitalism is provided through representation of the dismantling of industrial Britain 

and the displacement of manual labour.  

The recent changes in the organization of capitalism have also had immense effects on 

what Moulier-Boutang refers to as the “matrices of power” (49). According to him, the 

increasing intrinsic connection between knowledge and accumulation, production, labour, and 

commodities, has transformed the organization of human life. He argues that: “[w]hereas 

industrial capitalism could be characterized as the production of commodities by means of 

commodities, cognitive capitalism produces knowledge by means of knowledge and produces 

the living by means of the living. It is immediately production of life, and thus it is bio-

production” (55). Therefore, his theorization of cognitive capitalism retains a focus on the 

sociopolitical aspects and effects of contemporary capitalism and concentrates on what this 

development means for the lives of the human beings that make up the core of the production 

of knowledge. In other words, he focuses on the changes within capitalism, moving from the 
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industrial to the cognitive sphere, that, to a large extent, has transformed capital-labour 

relationships in the 21st century, which consequently has transmuted the networks of 

contemporary power. In the next subsection, I will discuss this change in relation to 

Foucault’s theory of biopolitics. 

3.2 Biopolitics and Technologies 

In this subsection, I discuss Hardt and Negri’s reconceptualization of Foucault’s notion of 

biopolitics. However, as Hardt and Negri rest on a preconception of Foucault’s theory, I will 

first present the most crucial elements of his work on this term. Foucault’s ideas on the 

development of governmental discipline and power in conjunction with the industrial 

revolution and the growth of liberalism during the 18th century resulted in the outlines of the 

post-structuralist concept of biopolitics. Biopolitics, in Foucault’s view, is the exercising of 

political power on populations. As such, it is the politicization of the entirety of human life. In 

the endnote to The History of Sexuality: The Will to Knowledge, Foucault describes how the 

traditional power of the sovereign, belonging to the feudal society that was left behind in the 

industrial revolution, which was, in essence, the power “to take life or let live,” was replaced 

by the modern power to “foster life or disallow it” (138). In the modern age, the power to take 

life was subsumed into a system of power that organizes life, in which entire populations are 

administered, controlled, monitored and optimized through disciplinary and regulatory 

technologies (136). These biopolitical technologies were manifested in different institutions 

that aim to optimize the functions of the biological body - that is, health institutions, 

education, and the army – and in demographic statistics that exercise population control (140). 

Foucault argues that this form of biopolitics, or biopower, as he uses both these terms, was 

crucial for the rapid development of capitalism during the industrial revolution that demanded 

the “controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the 

phenomena of population to economic processes” (141). Essentially, biopolitics in industrial 
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capitalism increased efficacy and productivity, to subsequently decrease production time and 

increase profit.  

In contemporary capitalism, biopolitics has ceased to function mainly as external 

technologies, and has instead largely been internalized by the labouring subject. In Foucault’s 

subsequent discussion on the juridical system within this biopolitical context, he illustrates 

biopolitics as a process of normalization and internalization. He argues that as the juridical 

system is “increasingly incorporated into a continuum of apparatuses whose functions are for 

the most part regulatory” (Foucault, History of Sexuality 144), forces of normalization and 

internalization changes the nature of biopolitical governing. Hardt and Negri continue this 

discussion in Empire, the first instalment of their series on world politics and contemporary 

networks of power. With the help of Gilles Deleuze’s commentary on Foucault, they identify 

a shift in Foucault’s thought on power and government, from a disciplinary society to a 

society of control. In the latter, they argue, the disciplinary aspects of power have become 

democratic, as they are “distributed throughout the brains and bodies of the citizens” (Hardt 

and Negri, Empire 23). Thus, in the society of control, the internalization of “the normalizing 

apparatuses of disciplinarity that internally animate our common and daily practices” has been 

intensified and generalized (23). In contemporary times, they argue, biopolitical power is 

exercised through “machines that directly organize the brains (in communication systems, 

information networks, etc.) and bodies (in welfare systems, monitored activities, etc.) toward 

a state of autonomous alienation from the sense of life and the desire for creativity” (23). 

Hence, while this power, in a disciplinary society, was mainly located within social 

institutions, this power of control now “extends well outside these structured sites . . . through 

flexible and fluctuating networks” (23). In other words, Hardt and Negri apply Foucault’s 

concept of biopower to the contemporary system of capitalism, in which the psyche is, 

alongside the body, subjected to control through developed communication and information 
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technologies and put to work in immaterial production. It is only, according to Hardt and 

Negri, through this internalization that power can “achieve an effective control over the entire 

life of the population” (24), which, as stated, is the essential goal of biopower. 

According to Hardt and Negri, the internalization of biopolitical technologies is 

motivated and propelled by the changes in labour that are characteristic of cognitive 

capitalism. They argue that “in disciplinary society the effects of biopolitical technologies 

were still partial in the sense that disciplining developed according to relatively closed, 

geometrical, and quantitative logics” (Hardt and Negri, Empire 24). Thus, while 

“disciplinarity fixed individuals within institutions” it did not “succeed in consuming them 

completely in the rhythm of productive practices and productive socialization” (24). 

Therefore, in the disciplinary society, the relationship between the invasion of power and the 

resistance of the individual remained static. In contrast, biopolitical power includes the entire 

social body within its realm, and is “expressed as a control that extends throughout the depths 

of the consciousness and bodies of the population – and at the same time across the entirety of 

social relations” (24). This is, according to Hardt and Negri, spurred by the growing 

immateriality of labour in cognitive capitalism. They argue that Foucault’s theorization on 

biopolitics lacks an understanding of “the real dynamics of production in biopolitical society” 

(Hardt and Negri, Empire 28). Instead, they turn to contemporary Italian Marxists, and their 

ideas on the immaterial nature of labour, which they argue are crucial for analyzing current 

processes of biopower. 

3.3 Immaterial Labour and the Precarization of Work 

One of the driving factors in the move from industrial to cognitive capitalism, explained at the 

beginning of this section, is the development of immaterial labour. Maurizio Lazzarato 

initially conceptualized this notion in his essay “Immaterial Labour,” published in Radical 

Thoughts in Italy: A Potential Politics, and defined it as “the labour that produces the 
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informational and cultural content of the commodity” (142). He views immaterial labour as a 

transference of the intellectual domain of the bourgeoisie to what he terms “mass 

intellectuality” (Lazzarato 143). Essentially, Lazzarato points out that the old division of 

mental and manual labour has been blurred out as manual labour has increasingly moved into 

the domain of intellectual work. Moulier-Boutang expands the term, as he states that 

immaterial labour refers to the “living know-how that cannot be reduced to machines” (32). 

Thus, while immaterial labour, in the work of these theorists, has mainly referred to the 

intellectual work that surrounds the production of commodities, such as “research and 

development, potential, intellectual capital, organization, customer databases, intellectual 

property rights” and so on (Moulier-Boutang 32), it is the intellectual nature of the labour that 

defines it, rather than its form. Furthermore, Moulier-Boutang is careful to point out that 

cognitive capitalism does not render material industrial production obsolete, instead, he 

argues, it “re-arranges it, reorganizes it and alters the positioning of its nerve centers” (48). 

What emerges in cognitive capitalism is a network of different forms of intellectual labour 

that produces both material and immaterial goods.  

Importantly, the concept of immaterial labour has been critiqued for obfuscating 

labour that is not traditionally industrial, or that does not produce material products, such as 

labour within the care and service sectors. Hardt and Negri, while still employing these 

theories for their theoretical development of biopower, also critique the theories on immaterial 

labour for becoming “too idealistic in their isolation of immaterial production from the 

networks of biopolitics that it is incorporated into” (Empire 29). They state, the focus within 

these theories tend to be solely on “laboring practices . . . in their intellectual and incorporeal 

aspects” (30). In contrast, they argue that productivity of the body and affect remain central in 

this biopolitical context. Their theorization of biopolitical production, which I will discuss in 
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more detail shortly, includes what they call “three primary aspects of immaterial labour:” 

communicative, interactive and affective labour.  

That said, Hardt and Negri’s attempt at incorporating affective labour in the umbrella 

term immaterial labour has also received its fair share of criticism. For example, in “Labor as 

Embodied Practice: The Lessons of Care Work,” Monique Lanoix criticizes Lazzarato, but 

also Hardt and Negri, arguing that while they “claim that immaterial labor portends a radical 

change in the activities of labor, it remains hypothesized primarily as a commodity-producing 

activity” (Lanoix 86). The result of this rather narrow conceptualization, she argues, is that the 

theories become ill-suited for explorations of other forms of labour, in this case, care and 

service work. While Lanoix acknowledges Hardt and Negri’s attempt at including affective 

labour, she notes that it is not incorporated into the foundation of immaterial labour per se, but 

rather tackled as an “add-on” which effectively marginalizes affective labour instead of 

emphasizing it (Lanoix 89). While I agree with this critique, and the subsequent need to 

rethink the conceptualization of labour within cognitive capitalism, like Moulier-Boutang, I 

want to stress the intellectual nature of labour within this notion of immateriality, rather than 

its particular form. It is the human qualities of intellectuality and creativity that is the 

prerequisite for much of contemporary labour that is the focus in this thesis, not the specific 

form of labour that immaterial labour often implies.  

Besides these ideas on immaterial labour which Hardt and Negri employ for their 

reconceptualization of biopolitics, scholars have also focused on a particular aspect of 

immaterial labour that is the casualization of work. These theories are especially important for 

my subsequent analysis, as the immaterial labour of Brexit fiction takes many different forms, 

but are joined in a shared experience of job instability in cognitive capitalism. In The 

Creativity Hoax: Precarious Work and the Gig Economy, George Morgan and Pariece 

Nelligan discuss the appropriation of creativity in contemporary capitalism in contrast to the 
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repetitive manual work in industrial and Fordist economies. They argue that capitalism, 

“[h]aving reduced workers to machine minders, with little autonomy and fulfilment . . . now 

needs access to vernacular culture, and must reconstruct its relations with workers 

accordingly” (Morgan and Nelligan 18). In other words, whereas mass-production in Fordist 

capitalism was reliant on the alienation of the worker - the separation of the worker and the 

commodity, as labour became signified by small and specialized tasks within the long line of 

production - contemporary capitalism is now reliant on the creativity it once suppressed to 

generate “variegated and niche-market goods and services” (19). In the creative economy, 

labour has changed nature to keep up with the increasing demand for specialized, creative, 

and culturally determined goods. 

Consequently, these changes in labour and consumption have changed the 

organization of labour and production, resulting in fluctuating job markets to match 

fluctuating demand. Morgan and Nelligan argue that the “fleeting moment” in Western 

society when work and welfare arrangements created an apparent job stability for blue-collar 

workers has now been washed away. This stability stemmed from a mutual agreement where 

workers “agreed to perform repetitive manual work in return for a good wage, with a welfare 

safety net to cover them against misfortune” (Morgan and Nelligan 1), presenting a moment 

of mutual benefits in the world of production. The scarcity of this form of stability is evident 

in Brexit fiction, and the few examples of such job stability arguably serve as contrasts for a 

growing precarity. In contemporary capitalism, Morgan and Nelligan argue, employment has 

become more focused on “services, knowledge, creativity and technology” (1), while, at the 

same time, the welfare system of the mid-20th century has been deconstructed, resulting in 

fluctuating job-markets that are increasingly hard to regulate. The creative economy requires 

“productive flexibility” (19), and so, it is not only the form of labour that has been adjusted; 

but also, the contractual conditions under which labour is performed. 
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At the centre of Morgan and Nelligan’s discussion is the fairly new term ‘gig 

economy,’ as it points to the destructuralization of labour where workers are increasingly 

living like musicians in that they are “working precariously from gig to gig” (6). In this new 

economy, gig-work has become the new norm for low-paid work within the service sector, 

new forms of work exploitation have emerged “through outsourcing, casualization and 

‘flexploitation’” (6). Essentially, the gig economy is the very opposite of job stability, as it 

extracts labour-power with no mutual benefits in the form of job guarantees, to maximize 

capital profit by reduced labour costs. It is this specific aspect of immaterial labour that is 

most visible in the Brexit fiction examined in this thesis. In several of the novels, the 

characters are experiencing a precarization of work as their sources of income are casualized 

and gig-based. In contrast to the scarcity of stability in Brexit fiction, casualized work is 

heavily represented in these texts; both in more traditional forms, such as journalists, writers, 

and academics; but also, in other job sectors, in the development of zero-hour contracts and 

jobs that pay per executed task. 

3.4 Biopolitical Production and Biopower 

Making use of these theories on immaterial labour, Hardt and Negri suggest the concept of 

biopolitical production to incorporate these ideas into the theory of biopower. According to 

them, the utility of theories of immaterial labour is that they “reestablish the importance of 

production within the biopolitical process of the social constitution” (Empire 29). In 

Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, the sequel to Empire, they contrast 

material production with immaterial production, arguing that while the former produces “the 

means of social life,” immaterial production creates “social life itself” (146). The practicality 

that Hardt and Negri see in these Marxists’ theories on new labour - and also, I argue, in ideas 
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on the creative economy17 - is that they conceptualize labour as a part of the social relations 

that make up the living context of subjects, stressing immaterial production as biopolitical 

production. Biopolitical production encompasses both social life as commodities, and social 

life as social relations, which are produced within production itself.  

In other words, Hardt and Negri depict biopolitical production as the foundational 

operation of biopower, through which labourers produce social relations and are made 

subjects. They essentially argue that there is no outside to capital, and thus no outside to 

biopolitical production: 

[c]apital no longer rules merely over limited sites in society. As the impersonal rule of 

capital extends throughout society well beyond the factory walls and geographically 

throughout the globe, capitalist command tends to become a “non-place” or, really, an 

every place. There is no longer an outside to capital, nor is there an outside to the logics 

of biopower . . . and that correspondence is no coincidence, since capital and biopower 

function intimately together. (Multitude 102) 

As they establish this intrinsic connection between capital, production, and biopower, they 

also outline their own interpretation of the difference between Foucault’s terms. As mentioned 

previously, Foucault uses both biopolitics and biopower in his discussion on the organization 

of labour and power. Hardt and Negri argue that there are subtle differences in these terms, 

which they make use of in their reconceptualization. The difference between Hardt and 

Negri’s notions of biopower and biopolitical production, specifically, lies in their relation to 

each other. They state that “[b]iopower stands above society, transcendent, as a sovereign 

authority and imposes its order. Biopolitical production, in contrast, is immanent to society 

and creates social relationships and forms through collaborative forms of labor” (94). As my 

 
17 While Morgan and Nelligan are not Marxist theorists, they employ the Italian post-workerist idea of the social 
factory in their theorization, and so are to some extent also influenced by Marxist labour theories (19). 
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focus is the effects of biopolitical production and organization of labour in relation to Brexit, 

the concept of biopower as the organizing authority of production is not immediately relevant 

for my analysis. Therefore, while I will refer to biopower occasionally, I will mainly, for the 

subsequent analysis of Brexit fiction, employ Hardt and Negri’s development of Foucault’s 

theory of biopolitics, through the incorporation of ideas on new labour within cognitive 

capitalism. The combination of these two theoretical elements allows for an analysis of the 

internalization of disciplining technologies and the biopolitical production of social life in 

Brexit fiction, which, I argue, illuminates how Brexit has come to function as a vital event in 

these novels’ characters’ subject formation. However, before the analysis, I will briefly 

discuss the notion of resistance which is inherent in Hardt and Negri’s work. 

3.5 The Subject: Freedom and Resistance to Power 

Interweaved in the concept of biopolitical production is the subjects’ potential for freedom 

and resistance. Hardt and Negri argue that “the immediately social dimension of the 

exploitation of living immaterial labor immerses labor in all the relational elements that define 

the social but also at the same time activate the critical elements that develop the potential of 

insubordination and revolt through the entire set of laboring practices” (Empire 29). Thus, 

while biopolitical production produces subjects, the creativity that it fosters also inspires 

subjects to insurrection against such production. In “The Subject and Power,” Foucault 

clarifies that his theorization of power always includes the possibility of freedom and 

resistance, as power can only be exercised “over free subjects” (790). As he essentially 

defines power as an action upon an action, the precondition for such actions of power is the 

“field of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse 

comportments, may be realized” (790). Therefore, Foucault’s concept of power entails a 

permanent provocation between power and freedom. 
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The freedom that Foucault alludes to above, is, according to Hardt and Negri, 

constantly present in Foucault’s different discussions on power. In Commonwealth, the third 

installment in their aforementioned series on world politics and contemporary power, they 

state that Foucault’s theory of power is always double, as “an other to power” is always 

present in his theorizations (Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth 56). Though there is no specific 

term for this other to power in his work, as Hardt and Negri note, Foucault often refers to this 

power as resistance. However, Hardt and Negri argue that this term does not adequately 

describe the nature of Foucault’s line of thinking, as “resistance, as it generally is understood, 

is too dependent on and subordinated to the power it opposes” (Hardt and Negri, 

Commonwealth 56). In their interpretation of Foucault’s work, this other to power is more 

correctly defined as “an alternative production of subjectivity, which not only resists power 

but also seeks autonomy from it” (56). They locate this duality in the notion of biopolitics and 

make use of Foucault’s dual concepts of biopolitics and biopower to differentiate between 

these two forms of power. Biopower, in this context, is defined by Hardt and Negri as “the 

power over life,” and biopolitics as “the power of life to resist” and consequently to 

“determine an alternative production of subjectivity” (57). In the last section of my analysis, I 

will examine how these Brexit novels uncover Foucault’s intransigent link between power 

and resistance, providing the characters with the possibility of an alternative subject 

formation.   

4 Biopolitical Production in Seven Post-Referendum Novels 

In this section, I analyze biopolitical and capitalistic functions in seven post-referendum 

novels. The analysis is divided into four parts. In the first, I discuss these novels in relation to 

theories on cognitive capitalism and immaterial labour, and describe how the characters suffer 

from a precarization of labour. As mentioned in the introduction, the crucial point is that such 
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precarization has furthered an internalization of biopolitical technologies of power, which 

places these characters in charge of their own production. In the second section, I discuss the 

novels’ representation of capitalism and economy in contrast with their illustration of 

patriotism as a dwindling concept, to illustrate how Brexit fiction views financial precarity as 

the impetus in the British nationalistic apparatus. Furthermore, in the third part of the analysis, 

I discuss how biopolitical production’s permeation of contemporary society is illustrated in 

the characters’ sense of responsibility for the outcome of Brexit, as well as the effects of the 

referendum on their subject formation. In the last and final part, I then point to aspects of 

freedom and resistance in relation to this subject formation, demonstrating how these Brexit 

fiction characters illustrate an alternative production of subjectivity.  

4.1 Fictional Precarity and the Issue of Class 

These contemporary texts, that take the current moment of reality as their focus, represent 

Brexit in different ways. However, in common for these narratives is a depiction of the 

ongoing precarization of labour which is immanent in cognitive capitalism. As previously 

mentioned, illustrations of the shift from industrial to cognitive capitalism are scarce in the 

novels that are in focus in this thesis, which instead focus on representing contemporary 

Britain. However, at the moment in which some of these texts gaze back at history, they 

provide a perspective on the contrast between industrial and cognitive capitalism, and 

consequently, the contrast between labour in the welfare state and labour in the gig economy, 

which allows for a contextualization of cognitive capitalism in Brexit fiction. Middle England 

is the novel that incorporates most of the British context around Brexit, as it spans from the 

general election of 2010 and until the aftermath of the referendum, but also views Brexit from 

the perspectives of several generations of characters. Therefore, it is also the novel in which 

the shift from industrial to cognitive capitalism is most clearly represented.  
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 In the novel, the older generations’ experiences illustrate the changes that the 

capitalistic production in Britain has gone through during the late 20th century, which are still 

in process. The characters of Middle England revolve around Benjamin Trotter, a central 

character from the earlier novels, and the novel starts with Benjamin’s mother’s funeral 

several years before the referendum and ends with his father Colin’s funeral a few years after. 

During Benjamin’s upbringing, “Colin had worked as a foreman in what had then been the 

British Leyland car plant in Longbridge” (Coe 255). He was promoted “to a desk job” (255) 

in the 80s and retired in 1995. One afternoon, when Benjamin goes to visit his ageing father, 

Colin demands that his son takes him by car to the old factory at Longbridge to see “the new 

shop” (257), seemingly unaware that it, as Benjamin puts it, had “been demolished, wiped 

from the face of the earth” (257). When they arrive at the site, Colin goes inside the big shop 

now standing in the factory’s place, and looks around: 

[l]eft and right, confused by what he saw and staggered by the scale of everything. He 

took a few more steps into the ladieswear department and found himself confronted by 

row after row of stockings, bras and lacy panties far as the eye could see. If he had been 

expecting to find the overwhelming noise, smell, and testosterone-fuelled atmosphere of 

the old Longbridge assembly track, his confusion was understandable. (258)  

After Benjamin has explained to Colin that they are in a Marks & Spencer, and that the car 

production is now Asian based, the scene culminates with a grand speech from Colin, in 

which he expresses his confusion: [w]hat I don’t understand is, where is it going to end? How 

can we keep going like this? We don’t make anything any more . . . If there’s no factory, how 

are people supposed to make the money to spend in the shops? How are people supposed to 

make the money to buy the houses? It doesn’t make sense” (261). Colin’s confusion stems 

from witnessing a large entity of commodities without being able to locate the production of 

these commodities in the British society. In Colin’s mind, labour is essentially manual, and 
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thus, as the British industry has largely been dismantled, he presumes that labour has been 

dismantled as well.  

 What Colin does not know or understand is that production in contemporary 

capitalism is based in, and revolves around, knowledge. As stated, Moulier-Boutang argues 

that “[w]hereas industrial capitalism could be characterised as the production of commodities 

by means of commodities, cognitive capitalism produces knowledge by means of knowledge” 

(55). Because of this change, both in production and in the form of commodities, manual 

labour is no longer the backbone of the British capitalistic system; instead, intellectual labour 

has to a large extent replaced industrial work in Britain. The site now instead functions, as 

Benjamin notes, as “a desolate reminder of the decline in British industry” (Coe 257). The 

local labour that is now involved in the production of theses commodities, such as, according 

to Moulier-Boutang, “research and development, potential, intellectual capital, organization, 

customer databases, intellectual property rights” and so on (32), is characterized by its 

immateriality, and therefore invisible to Colin as he tries to grasp how British production now 

works. As Lazzarato points out, the old division between mental and manual labour has been 

blurred out as manual labour has increasingly moved into the domain of intellectual work 

(143). The desk job to which Colin got promoted after years on the factory floor, is now the 

starting job for many who work within production, as manual factory labour has largely been 

outsourced, with the factories, to other parts of the world. The scarcity of manual labour in the 

novel, and Colin’s inability to locate contemporary labour, illustrates the growing 

immateriality of cognitive capitalism.  

 The most relevant aspect of immaterial labour for the novels which I am examining in 

this thesis is the casualization of work that the system requires. Immaterial labour, that is, 

labour based in and around intellectuality, creativity, and knowledge, permeates Brexit fiction 

in terms of representation. These novels’ characters are mainly a mix of academics, 
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journalists, writers, artists, and programmers, that is, occupations that produce “knowledge by 

means of knowledge” (Moulier-Boutang 55). As previously mentioned, Morgan and Nelligan 

argue that capitalism, “[h]aving reduced workers to machine minders, with little autonomy 

and fulfilment . . . now needs access to vernacular culture, and must reconstruct its relations 

with workers accordingly” (18) to generate “variegated and niche-market goods and services” 

(19), resulting in a fluctuating job market organized around principles of demand and supply. 

This is illustrated in the contrast between Colin’s apparent job stability and the instability that 

otherwise pervades these novels. Working for the same company for his entire career, he is 

one of the people who experienced the brief moment of job stability within industrial 

capitalism which Morgan and Nelligan describe, which, in cognitive capitalism, has largely 

been replaced with fluctuation and casualization. The immateriality and casualization of 

labour is most visible in the Brexit novels in which characters work without assurance of 

enough hours or long-term contracts, and where capitalism appropriates the workers’ 

intellects and creativity.  

 One such novel is Byer’s Perfidious Albion. The plot, which is told from the point of 

view of several characters, is driven by the ever-present company Green, which is seemingly 

invested in all parts of society. Green’s foundation is built on microtasking, the ultimate form 

of gig work where workers are monitored and solely responsible for managing their own 

labour. Moreover, they are only paid by completed tasks, and so, their income is dependent on 

their efficacy and ambition. In Green’s own perspective, “[m]icrotaskers worked wherever 

they wanted, whenever they wanted. Because they were given a single micro-payment for 

each microtask they completed, they worked as much or as little as they liked. The work-life 

balance, Green proudly claimed, had never been more flexible” (Byers, loc 1196). However, 

as Trina, an ex-microtasker who has levelled up to overseeing the work of other microtaskers, 

sees it, “[t]he reality . . . was a lot less utopian . . . She knew how many micropayments it took 
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to approximate a full wage. She knew how many hours, daylight and dark, it took to complete 

enough tasks to pay the bills” (loc 1203). In other words, the freedom that Green portrays in 

the life of casualized labour is an attempt to disguise the increased precarization of labour 

which permeates the system.  

 Besides the microtaskers in Perfidious Albion, Brexit fiction represents several 

different forms of unstable job sectors in creative, intellectual and affective work,18 which are 

in the process of precarization. As previously mentioned, growing precarity has arguably 

spurred the need to discuss the classification of class and class mobility; a problem that is 

central for the novels discussed here, as educated middle-class is the dominant perspective of 

these novels. In “‘People in this country have had enough of experts’: Brexit and the 

paradoxes of populism,” Clarke and Newman note that Brexit has urged a resurgence of 

questions of class in general and political debates. They suggest that this rediscovery has 

“perhaps too readily returned us to an older imagery of the working class as though it – a 

male, factory-centerd [sic], industrial working class – was the universal form that the 

proletariat takes” (Clarke and Newman 105). Instead, they argue that the massive 

restructuring of the job market, discussed above, has “produced both joblessness and 

precarity, which are distributed along differentiating axes of age/generation, ethnicity, and 

gender” and have resulted in “a highly fragmented working class in which collective identity, 

organization, and action are all problematic” (105). Many of these novels’ characters work in 

sectors that have not traditionally been viewed as precarious, but which, in cognitive 

capitalism, are increasingly becoming unstable. For example, Autumn and Middle England 

both represent academics that experience different forms of precarization. In “Precarious, 

always-on and flexible: A case study of academics as information workers,” Thomas Allmer 

 
18 However, references to affective work are scarce in these novels as they largely focus on representatives of the 
middle-class, which are seldom employed in the sectors where affective work is most pronounced.  
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discusses the precarization of academic work in relation to the neoliberal restructuring of 

universities, due to which universities compete on market-basis for “potential new students” 

(385).19 He states that this restructuring has resulted in a “casualisation of academic staff” that 

“can thus be considered as an outcome of applying quasi-market, neoliberal rules at higher 

education institutions” (385). In Smith’s Autumn, the protagonist Elisabeth, an art lecturer 

with a PhD. in art history, is immediately presented as a “no-fixed-hours casual contract 

junior lecturer at a university in London” (15). Not many would agree with Elisabeth’s mother 

who thinks that her daughter is “living the dream,” and neither does Elisabeth, who states that 

“she is, if the dream means having no job security and almost everything being too expensive 

to do and that you’re still in the same rented flat you had when you were a student over a 

decade ago” (15). Though Elisabeth is highly educated and is seemingly a representative of 

the middle-class, the precarity of her situation is presented as casualisation, in terms of a 

vague job contract which is moving to become a new norm in contemporary capitalism, and 

high costs of living in the metropolitan British capital in which she works.  

 This form of casualization of work is also experienced by Sophie in Middle England. 

For Sophie, Benjamin’s niece, who, as Elisabeth, has a PhD. in art history, this form of 

instability is expected. After starting her career with a fixed-term contract, she eventually 

celebrates landing a “permanent lectureship at one of the principal London universities” (Coe 

146), a position that evidently is quite rare in the academic world that the novel presents.20 

However, though Sophie is in the mood for celebration, this permanent position is only part-

time, “three days a week” (146), for which she has to: commute from Birmingham to London, 

sleep on a friend’s couch, and spend half of the week apart from her husband, Ian. 

 
19 Most of the scholarly work on the neoliberal university is based on an American context, but British scholars 
continuously refer to these studies as the higher education in the UK has gone through similar processes. For two 
often cited works in this context, see Sheila Slaughter and Larry Leslie’s Academic Capitalism: Politics, 
Policies, and the Entrepreneurial University, and Henry Giroux’s “The corporate war against higher education.”  
20 For discussion on the expansion of fixed-term contracts for jobs within higher education in the UK, see Colin 
Bryson and Nikki Barnes “The Casualisation of Employment in Higher Education in the United Kingdom.” 
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Furthermore, when she does eventually separate from Ian and therefore sets up more 

permanent living conditions in London, the comfortability that she experiences living in 

Birmingham with Ian is replaced with a cramped shared house. As she moves to London, she 

has to resort to a “tiny terraced house she shared with three other people (and pays a small 

fortune for)” and a room “just big enough to accommodate a single bed, a desk and a chest of 

drawers, with almost no space to walk between them” (321). Thus, as Elisabeth, Sophie’s 

part-time contract in combination with high costs for living in the capital in which she works 

renders the inherent privileges of her educated middle-class background somewhat 

questionable. Though Sophie is privileged in terms of education and background, the context 

in which she works does not grant her much stability or comfortability in return. In 

“Academics, Cultural Workers and Critical Labour Studies,” Rosalind Gill argues that 

academics experience the same “precariousness and job insecurity” as workers in the “cultural 

and creative field” (14). Therefore, she suggests turning to concepts of precariousness and 

exploitation to explore just how academics might be considered part of the growing precariat 

(25). As Gill argues, exploring the conditions of academics in Western Universities in terms 

of exploitation and precariousness “is not to disavow the privilege of academic workers, but it 

is to raise questions about how we might think about both privilege and exploitation – and 

hold these together” (25). In other words, as Clarke and Newman, Gill calls for a 

reconceptualization of social class that allows for these forms of explorations. This need is 

evidently supported by the representations in these novels, which, though being inherently 

middle-class, portray a growing precarity. 

 This precarization of middle-class work is also represented in Perfidious Albion. As 

Trina manages, despite the difficulties of doing so, to level up and become an overseer within 

the “The Arbor” (Byers, loc 1216), which is Green’s main office, she finds that the game is 

never-ending. The mobility that is incorporated into this system, in which, through enough 
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“innovation” (loc 1209) and creativity, coupled with extremely hard and draining work, Trina 

is able to land a promotion, turns out to be a mere illusion: 

[a]ll the time she’d been Microtasking, through every speed-fuelled working jag and 

Valium-cushioned comedown, The Arbor had been her goal . . . Now she was in, now 

that shed unlocked the level shed craved, all she found was that a whole new set of 

goals had unfolded in front of her. Life in The Arbor, it turned out, was only marginally 

different to life outside it . . . Even here, it transpired, no-one was on anything even 

approaching a traditional contract. Workers could be sunsetted without warning . . . 

Workers were encouraged to keep an empty box under their desk so they could vacate 

without delay. (loc 1216) 

Trina’s experience illustrates how perceived privileges in the form of a promotion and 

advanced responsibility does not necessarily imply more stability. Though it is possible that 

she has received a raise, that does not correspond with her living conditions as she lives in one 

of the most desolate apartment complexes in town. Thus, precarity in this novel is 

demonstrated as spreading across social classes and occupations.  

 Another novel that illustrates this complication of privilege and precarity by placing 

two forms of precarious jobs beside one another is Cartwright’s The Cut, which parallels 

creative labour with industrial gig work. In the short novel, precarity is mainly represented in 

Cairo’s occupation as a gig worker on a zero-hour contract. Shaw argues that Cairo and 

Grace, the novel’s central couple, mirror the geographical, socio-economic, and cultural 

differences between two camps within the British society (23). However, that argument 

implies a difference between the two in terms of financial security that is not necessarily 

there. As previously discussed, Clarke and Newman argue that the resurgence of the class 

question in relation to Brexit has often focused on a dated image of the working-class persona 

as the white, male industrial worker (105), arguably exemplified in Cairo. While The Cut 
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contrasts metropolitan and rural identities, zero-hour-contract Cairo’s counterpart, Grace, is a 

freelancing documentary filmmaker, and thus not exactly the poster child for financial 

security. Creative work, such as filmmaking, is more often discussed in relation to precarity, 

as it involves unstable contracts, desocialization in the form of isolated work and a high 

demand for personal responsibility. Thus, the novel illustrates two forms of precarious gig-

based jobs.  

  In common for these novels, then, is a depiction of the precarization of labour in the 

new immaterial production, involving creative labour and the gig economy. Moreover, this 

precariousness is placed on the shoulders of the workers to solve themselves. Hardt and Negri 

argue that biopolitical power has been internalized with the move to immaterial labour, to the 

extent that subjects organize themselves (Empire 23). In Psychopolitics: Neoliberalism and 

New Technologies of Power, Byung-Chul Han further argues that “[t]oday, we do not deem 

ourselves subjugated subjects, but rather projects: always refashioning and reinventing 

ourselves” (1). Promising as this sounds, Han is quick to point out that the freedom implied is 

merely illusionary, that instead, today’s subject/project is more subjugated than ever, under a 

more efficient system of power and domination, where the population subjugates themselves 

in order to reach higher achievements and a more fulfilled life (1). In Perfidious Albion, this 

system is to some extent described as a game, in which workers compete against each other, 

without knowing what constitutes winning. According to Trina, this is no accident on Green’s 

part, as microtaskers, not knowing “what constituted achievement” was left with the option 

“to achieve as much as physically and emotionally possible in the hope it might suffice” 

(Byers, loc 1203). In other words, microtasking is designed for employers to get away with 

paying as little as possible for as much productivity as possible, by pitting workers against 

each other as commodities on the market of demand and supply. The industrial capitalism that 

needed discipline of the workers to improve efficacy and low wages to maximise profit, has 



 

 

Flodqvist 34 

moved to a cognitive capitalism that charges the subjects with the responsibility of their own 

discipline, both by the threat of poverty and with the promise of financial security in exchange 

for greater effort.  

 To return briefly to Middle England’s Colin and his witnessing of the changes in 

contemporary capitalism, the strong feelings that he displays in relation to these changes are 

evidently stemming from a connection between Colin’s subjectivity and his role within the 

capitalistic production. As already mentioned, in the 2010s, Colin is deteriorating and 

becoming less lucid. However, he remains perfectly clear on everything that happened until 

his retirement: “everything subsequent to that date either seemed to be a blur, or to be 

forgotten altogether” (Coe 256). In other words, when Colin becomes less lucid, he continues 

to be clear on events until his retirement. The parts of him that remain are those that are 

connected to his working days, as if parts of his subjectivity ceased to exist with the factory in 

which he worked. In the light of Foucault’s theory of biopolitics, Colin’s sense of subjectivity 

in relation to labour is due to regulatory and disciplinary technologies. As discussed in the 

theory section, Foucault argues that biopolitical technologies of discipline and regulation were 

put in place in industrial capitalism, to increase the efficiency of the worker’s bodies, 

consequently leading to greater profit (History of Sexuality 140). However, Foucault also 

argues that at stake in the biopolitical society is “the biological existence of a population” 

(137). As the idea of the population is incorporated into biopolitical technologies, Colin’s 

subjectivity in relation to labour is intrinsically patriotic. As he concludes to Benjamin, after 

his reflections on the changes in capitalism, “[n]o wonder the rest of the world’s laughing at 

us” (Coe 262), his sense of self in relation to labour is communal, rather than personal. In 

contrast, Han argues that later developments of neoliberalism have produced new structures of 

power that targets the psyche as a “productive force” (25) with methods of “perpetual self-

optimization” (28). This is illustrated in Perfidious Albion’s microtaskers, whose motivation 
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is the very precarity that their work produces, rather than the need to protect the existence of 

the population, and who are taking responsibility for labour discipline for the sake of 

individualism rather than collectivism.21 

  The individualized responsibility that this system produces is an effect of biopower’s 

extension from external to internalized biopolitical technologies. Hardt and Negri argue that 

biopolitical technologies have been “distributed throughout the brains and bodies of the 

citizens” culminating in a system of biopower that “extends well outside these structured sites 

. . . through flexible and fluctuating networks” (Empire 23). In Perfidious Albion, this is, for 

example, illustrated in the transference of labour discipline into self-help movements. Teddy 

Handler, the political advisor of one of the nationalistic party’s most prominent members in 

the novel – I will get into his role as such in more detail shortly - is also the face outwards for 

the efficiency, or productivity, movement. One aspect of this movement is his production of 

YouTube videos where he promotes different strategies for increasing personal efficiency. 

Trina notes that Teddy “had swelled outwards from his day job as political advisor into an 

increasingly high-profile side role as raving proselytizer for the cult-like productivity 

movement” (Byers, loc 1311). Furthermore, she makes clear that Teddy is not the first 

advocator of “[t]he elevation of productivity and efficiency from helpful ideas about getting 

things done to quasi-religious ends unto themselves” (loc 1318). In other words, within the 

system of gig-based immaterial labour that Perfidious Albion depicts, through a “flexible and 

fluctuating” network (Hardt and Negri, Empire 23), efficiency has been upgraded from 

biopolitical technology to integrated part of the workers themselves. In these self-help 

movements, that are riddled with liberal dogma of personal responsibility, in which Teddy’s 

function is “to lead the precarious masses into one-size-fits-all bliss-fulfilment through 

 
21 Of course, this is not to say that precarity or financial sustenance did not hang in the balance in industrial 
capitalism. Instead, both the theory and my analysis are aiming to point at processes in where individual and 
communal values are both active, but where these achieve more or less control over social production. 
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endless and unquestioning daily grind” (Byers, loc 1318), biopolitical technologies now work 

both externally and internally to, in Hardt and Negri’s words, “achieve an effective control 

over the entire life of the population” (Empire 24).  

 However, the internalization of biopolitical technologies does not mean that external 

biopolitical technologies of discipline and regulation are completely displaced. In Perfidious 

Albion, the characters that work for Green are, as mentioned, their own projects in the sense 

that they take responsibility for their own work and careers. Nonetheless, they are subjects of 

control through Green’s monitoring of their activities. Trina, who was promoted from 

microtasker, now works as an overseer. She has created a program for Green that tracks 

microtaskers and monitors their productivity: “the icons and workers handles, each of which 

represented an anonymous worker coding away in their bedroom or lounge in various corners 

of Edmundsbury and, in some cases, the country, shifted colour. Green for the highly 

productive, amber for the average, a stern red for those not currently pulling their weights” 

(Byers, loc 1189). According to Hardt and Negri, in cognitive capitalism power is exercised 

through “machines that directly organize the brains (in communication systems, information 

networks, etc.) and bodies (in welfare systems, monitored activities, etc.) toward a state of 

autonomous alienation from the sense of life and the desire for creativity” (Empire 23). In 

Trina’s system of monitoring, the worker is unknowingly regulated and controlled through 

external biopolitical technologies, while motivated and kept productive through internalized 

technologies. Thus, ultimately, biopower describes a system in which both external and 

internal biopolitical technologies are utilized within capitalistic production, to maintain 

effectiveness and control.  

 As illustrated in the above analysis, production in cognitive capitalism does not only 

produce commodities and services, it ultimately organizes life. These characters are caught up 

in a system in which job instability renders their sustenance in the balance, while labour 
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subjectification requires their complete participation and preoccupation in matters of labour. 

This precarization of labour has spurred an internalization of biopolitical technologies, which 

inscribes subjects with the responsibility for their own production in cognitive capitalism. In 

other words, they become individualized, that is, focused on their own personal prosperity and 

the means to achieve their own goals. Therefore, they work to sustain themselves both 

financially and psychologically. Hardt and Negri argue that biopolitical production is 

biopower’s main form of operation, as it is the primary organizer of social life (Multitude 94). 

Consequently, the worker in these novels is subsumed into a system of biopower, through 

fluctuating networks, in which production of commodities is no longer separated from the 

production of life. 

4.2 Biopolitical Production: Capitalism as “an every place” 

The immanence of biopolitical production in contemporary society is illustrated in Brexit 

fiction’s preoccupation with capitalism. The novels examined here depict capitalism as both a 

driving force in the very idea of Brexit, but also points to nationalistic rhetoric’s usage of the 

precarization of labour described above to sway voters towards a leave position. As the novels 

illustrate an inherent connection between systemic capitalism and Brexit, they also illuminate 

how biopolitical production organizes life.   

 One way that the bond between Brexit and contemporary capitalism is depicted is in 

the representation of Brexit as an economic affair. In The Cockroach, Brexit is represented by 

the controversial idea of Reversalism, which entails reversing the money flow completely, 

through which “the entire economic system, even the nation itself, will be purified, purged of 

absurdities, waste and injustice” (McEwan 25). The idea is quite simple in all its complexity: 

“[a]t the end of a working week, an employee hands over money to the company for all the 

hours that she has toiled. But when she goes to the shops, she is generously compensated at 

retail rates for every item she carries away” (25). As law also bans the population from saving 
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money, “the better and therefore more costly, the job she finds for herself, the harder she must 

shop to pay for it” (25). This will lead to a stimulated economy and higher trained workers. 

Absurd as the idea is, what McEwan is arguably illustrating is how intrinsic the ties between 

governing and economics are in the modern age, as the entire political policy that Jim and his 

peers run on is purely financial. As Hardt and Negri argue, capital has become “an every 

place” in contemporary society (Multitude 102), and production is biopolitical as it ultimately 

organizes social, and therefore political, life. This is displayed in the extent that politics in this 

novel is caught up in capitalistic structures. 

 Though capitalism’s role in Brexit is more outspoken in McEwan’s satirical dystopia, 

the immanence of capital in the organization of society is also displayed in one of the more 

intimate novels. In Smith’s Autumn, which focuses on national division and the loss of 

dialogue, the advances of neoliberalism are posed as a direct threat against the community of 

the British population. In the opening chapter, Elisabeth goes to the Post Office to send in her 

passport application. She tries to suggest to the man behind the counter – pointing to the many 

seemingly bored people waiting at the Post Office – that they should consider opening up a 

small library at the Post Office so that the people waiting have something to read. The man 

answers her: “[f]unny you should say that . . . Most of those people aren’t here for Post office 

services at all. Since the library closed this is where they come if it’s raining or intemperate” 

(Smith 18). There are many more references in the novel to the loss of communal ground. 

One of the most important is the “three meters high” fence “with a roll of razor wire along the 

top of it” that “has been erected across a stretch of land not far from the village” (54). 

Elisabeth’s mother, Wendy, relays this news to her daughter as she is pinning an old map to 

her wall. Pointing at a specific point on the map, she tells Elisabeth: “[t]hat’s where the new 

fence has gone up . . . She is pointing to the word common in the phrase common land” (54). 

This loss of communal ground, both in the closing of the library and in the private fence 
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stretching across common land, permeates the spirit of the novel as it mourns the loss of unity 

in the wake of the referendum. Though the real reason for the fence is never disclosed in the 

novel, Shaw argues that this fence “operates both as a territorial reminder of a nation divided 

and as an allusion to the enforcement of toxic anti-immigration policies on the horizon” (22). 

While both interpretations of the fence are valid, there is also arguably a more direct reference 

in the private fence, and in the closing of the library, to neoliberal privatization at the expense 

of the public welfare. The loss of communal ground is intrinsically connected to the economic 

processes of privatization and the dismantling of the welfare state that are effects of 

neoliberalism’s rapid advancement, which is posed as a threat against the very idea of 

community in the novel. The implied effect of economic structures on national identity 

illustrates how production has become biopolitical, in its effect on the organization of social 

life.   

 The tie between capitalism and nationalism is further illustrated in capital’s 

appropriation of nationalistic rhetoric. In Jim and his fellow cockroaches’ quest for success, 

nationalism is nothing more than a “brilliant coup” which presented Reversalism “as a 

patriotic duty and a promise of national revival and purification,” and consequently the 

question on which “the working poor and the old of all classes” can unite, “animated to 

varying degrees by nationalist zeal” (McEwan 28). As The Cockroach also depicts Brexit as 

mainly an economic affair, nationalistic rhetoric is primarily used to sway the population 

towards the money stream. This illustration of nationalism as a useful tool for capitalism’s 

way onto the centre stage of politics is furthered depicted in Mullin’s novel. In The Friends of 

Harry Perkins, as the Labour party leader, Fred, initiates his campaign to re-join the EU, he is 

opposed by “a group of hedge funders, several of whom had made fortunes out of Brexit,” 

who “were launching yet another campaign to defend Britain’s sovereignty” (Mullin loc 

1409). Thus, in The Friends of Harry Perkins and in The Cockroach, political investment in 
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Brexit is in the hands of capitalists who appropriate nationalistic rhetoric for their own 

purposes. 

 Perfidious Albion takes this relationship between nationalism and capitalism even 

further, in depicting capital as an all-powerful puppet master behind the scenes of Brexit. In 

the novel, Brexit mainly functions as a jump-off point from where the capitalistic production 

gained the energy to further move Britain from industrial to technological production. As 

such, the United Kingdom Independent Party (UKIP), in the novel called England Always, “a 

once-ridiculed but determinedly plucky party making a surprising noise in parts of the 

country,” are pawns used in the game of risk and profit (Byers loc 308). This is illustrated by 

the relationship between Hugo Bennington, one of the party’s most prominent members, and 

his advisor, Teddy. While Hugo is devoted to the apparent cause of Brexit, border control and 

decreased immigration, Teddy is mainly concerned with his own projects for self-

development and profiting on others’ desire for transformation. Teddy is an advocate for less 

choice, for the benefit of efficient production: “‘[c]hoice is unproductive,’ said Teddy. ‘It 

produces cognitive fiction. People haven’t time for choice any more, Hugo. They want to get 

up, put on their clothes without choosing them, knock back some Fibuh, and get on with 

what’s important” (loc 1084). Variety and surprise, for Teddy, are “outmoded concepts” (loc 

1048). As Hugo notes, Teddy’s views are “rather concerning” (loc 1091) for Hugo’s own 

political ambitions as an alt-right prominent member of the post-Brexit UK, whose politics is 

run on increasing life opportunities for the people who look to England Always to provide 

them with the choice they perceive to be lacking. However, as it turns out, Teddy’s ultra-

modern productivity movement, which I discussed in the previous subsection, is not really at 

the service of the people as much as at the service of highly profitable corporations.  

The society that Teddy is envisioning is a society in which nationalism has given way 

to capitalistic principles of efficiency and productivity. Hugo’s connection to Green is the 
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company’s role as one of the main investors in his political campaign. Though Hugo is 

convinced that both Green and Teddy independently work for Hugo, it turns out that Teddy is 

in fact secretly working for Green. When Hugo, together with England Always, at the end of 

the novel, has played his part of fearmongering, he is consequently replaced by Teddy, who is 

employed by Green. As Teddy explains it to Hugo, “[a]re you going to be able to work with 

Green and Downton on building the future? No offense, big guy, OK? But your brand isn’t 

really future. It’s past. We needed to lock down the past. But now we’ve done that and we 

need to lock down the future” (Byers, loc 4302) In other words, Teddy depicts nationalistic 

right powers as belonging to the past, useful to appropriate for emotional political 

argumentation, but ultimately only a tool in the hands of real power, which is, in Teddy’s 

view, located at the heart of multinational corporations. As he explains it to Hugo, “[p]eople 

want an efficient England, Hugo . . . They don’t want a load of ideology. They don’t want to 

get wrapped up in party politics. They want a country that runs smoothly. We can help with 

that. Green can help with that” (loc 4317). Consequently, the future depicted in Teddy’s 

statement is a future where nations do not just host and run companies, nations are run as 

companies. In Teddy’s vision, capital, in Hardt and Negri’s words, “no longer rules merely 

over limited sites in society” it “extends throughout society” (Empire 102).  

As nationalism is an inherent aspect of the Brexit question, the central topic in the 

existing research on Brexit fiction has so far been questions of borders and national identities. 

As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, Shaw argues that Brexit fiction identifies a 

pre-existing conflict within British society in countering narratives of nationalism and 

cosmopolitanism (15); one aspect being Remainers refusal to “acknowledge the values of 

modern patriotism” (16). Thus, nationalism in this view, besides the obvious connection to 

questions of immigration, is portrayed as a matter of communal values and collectivism. This 

is further supported by Eaglestone, as he argues that the nationalistic rhetoric of Brexit was 
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built around the British collective memory. In his own contribution to Brexit and Literature, 

he illustrates the implementation of ethos and pathos within political debates and propaganda 

by claiming that the rhetoric employed by the Leave-campaign played on a collective memory 

of the Second World War (Eaglestone 96).22 In short, he views the nationalistic rhetoric of 

Brexit as based on the idea of a past moment of unity and pride in connection to a memory 

that invokes patriotic emotions.  

Though patriotism is an inherent aspect of nationalism, the novels which I examine in 

this thesis also illustrate a nationalism driven by contemporary precarity, and, thus, they 

depict the fear of the future rather than the longing of the past as the impetus for modern 

nationalism. For example, The Cockroach, as Perfidious Albion, differentiates between 

nationalism motivated by conservative patriotism, and nationalism motivated by promises of 

financial prosperity. As in the realities of Brexit, diverse opinions on Reversalism divide the 

governing party. Simultaneously, as cited previously, it is the question that unites “the 

working poor and the old of all classes” (McEwan 28). As the omniscient third-person 

narrator puts it, “the former had no stake in the status quo and nothing to lose, and they look 

forward to bringing home essential goods as well as luxuries, and to being cash rich, however 

briefly” (28). In other words, the precariousness of the working-class existence has made this 

part of the population, in the novel’s view, short-sighted, and mainly motivated by increased 

life quality, however short-lived. As demonstrated in the previous analysis, the characters’ 

incorporation into the capitalistic system, in which life is determined by the subjects’ own 

level of productivity, in immaterial and creative forms, marks the internalization of 

biopolitics. This internalization results in an individualization of modern politics, where 

 
22 His discussion emanates from leading affective theorist Lauren Berlant and her concept of cruel optimism; an 
attachment to the idea of ‘the good life’ which is cruel since the desire is causing harm rather than joy in 
people’s life. Eaglestone argues that since Brexit focuses on the past rather than the present, Brexit is not so 
much about cruel optimism as it is about “cruel nostalgia” (96). 
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personal prosperity depends on the maintenance of production. Therefore, nationalistic 

rhetoric that calls to the voter to fence off Britain to revive the country’s economy and 

increase life quality needs to hang that production in the balance; rather than just call to the 

national belonging that is implied in patriotism. In contrast, “[t]he old, by way of cognitive 

dimming, were nostalgically drawn to what they understood to be a proposal to turn back the 

clock” (McEwan 28). Thus, the novel seemingly depicts conservative patriotism as 

deteriorating with the minds of the ageing generation, while growing precarity is increasingly 

important for the nationalistic apparatus. 

A novel that continues this theme and displays a society in which precarity permeates 

and organizes society is Lanchester’s The Wall. As previously mentioned, in The Wall, 

society has regressed to a more primitive form of survival, due to pertaining crises caused by 

mass consumption and capitalistic production. The British society in the novel is organized 

around protecting the state from outside invasion, and people are defined by their functions in 

relation to that mission. “Defenders” patrol the wall, with the ultimate objective of keeping 

“Others” out. Though the novel operates around concepts of Others and non-Others, these 

terms are not necessarily invoking the idea of national belonging. Instead, the motivation for 

keeping Others out of Britain is mainly economic, as the above-mentioned crises have left a 

world that is scarce on resources. When the protagonist Defender, Kavanaugh, problematizes 

the notion of reproduction, he states that: “[w]e broke the earth and have no right to keep 

populating it. We can’t feed and look after all the humans there already are, here and now; the 

humans who are here and now, most of them, are starving and drowning, dying and 

desperate” (Lanchester 33). Kavanaugh continues to clarify that “[t]hey aren’t starving and 

drowning here, in this country, but they are almost everywhere else” (33). In other words, 

Others are trying to make it into the UK to save themselves from starvation, and the British 

population is trying to protect itself from starvation by keeping Others out. For this purpose, 
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“for every Other who got over the wall, one Defender is put out to sea” (Lanchester 34), to 

maintain numbers according to resources. As keeping Others out is mainly motivated by 

posing them as a threat against the sustenance of the British population, precarity has 

consequently become the main principle of organization for the society in The Wall.   

The sway that Pro-Brexit rhetoric based in precarity holds over the people is illustrated 

in some of the few Leave voters represented in these novels. In “Brexit’s Identity Politics and 

the Question of Subjectivity,” Nikolay Mintchev and Henrietta L. Moore argue that “[t]he 

Brexit divide is largely driven by subjective feelings of injustice in which immigration, a 

perceived loss of national sovereignty and growing income inequality are seen as benefiting 

some people at the expense of others” (454). Pointing to statistics that show that 59 per cent 

of the Leave voters were employed in middle-class occupations (454), they state that 

“[d]espite their differences in economic status and occupation . . . one thing that middle-class 

Leave voters shared with working-class Leave supporters was a perception of personal 

economic decline and poverty” (455). In Middle England, Sophie’s husband Ian is one of the 

few represented middle-class Leave voters. What drives Ian’s move towards a Leave vote, 

which is a gradual process in the novel, is his own personal disappointment at losing a 

potential promotion to his black colleague, Naheed. Though Ian is not poor or risking 

destitution, he clearly connects the rise in wages that the promotion would entail to his and 

Sophie’s future. As mentioned, Sophie works three days a week in another city, and for Ian, 

the money he could provide with this promotion might bring them back to living together full 

time. Consequently, when Ian loses that promotion to Naheed, whom he up until this point 

considers a close friend, the disappointment starts to move Ian towards a Leave vote. 

Mintchew and Moore argue that “[w]hat mattered with respect to middle-class Brexit voters 

was not that they were poor, but rather that they felt poor” (455). Ian sense of loss in the face 

of Naheed’s promotion makes him feel poor, as he is comparing his assets to what he 
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perceives that he would have if circumstances would have gone his way. As Naheed’s race 

becomes symbolic for what he perceives to be a structural injustice, he connects this feeling 

of poverty to national values.  

Ian’s marriage to the academic and politically correct Sophie, which I will discuss in 

more detail in the next section, does seldom allow him to voice his opinions outright, as they 

pose a risk against their relationship. Therefore, these views are more accurately represented 

by his mother Helena, that does not adhere to these social limits. At a dinner, which Sophie 

also attends along with several others, Helena speaks of Ian’s lost promotion, and outlines the 

views which fuel her rage at the perceived state of the nation: “if there was any fairness or 

justice in this country at the moment, he would have got it. But instead they gave it to a rival 

candidate, because of her ethnic background, and her skin color . . . My son’s life has been 

damaged, seriously damaged, by this absurd political correctness” (Coe 212). The damage to 

Ian’s life that she is referring to is Sophie and Ian’s chances of starting a family, and their 

living apart a few days a week, which she perceives, wrongly as I will illustrate later on, to be 

the couple’s main issue: “you would not be in this situation, if Ian had got that job. And he 

should have done. He deserved it. He’d worked hard for it, and he deserved it” (213). While 

Ian in the beginning of the novel objects to such statements from his mother, at this point in 

the novel, he has stopped objecting and started to move towards the Leave vote which he 

eventually casts. Both Ian and Helena are moved in their opinion on Brexit by their subjective 

feelings of personal financial loss, and the fear of the future that precarity brings with it. 

Thus, these novels all make clear connections between economic forces and the 

referendum. As Hardt and Negri argue that capital has become “an every place” in 

contemporary society (Multitude 102), this embedment with capital is arguably unavoidable. 

The growing precarity in immaterial labour, where the workers are increasingly made subjects 

by their labour relations, produces a dependency, and therefore an investment, with the 
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organization of society. Brexit rhetoric capitalizes on this investment, both by hanging 

production in the balance, and by calling to the individualization of the subjects which moves 

them to take charge of the organization of life. 

4.3 The Incoherent Brexit Subject 

In the introduction, I proposed that Brexit fiction aids in countering the distillment of Leave 

and Remain voters into binary categories of identity, which fixes them in narrow 

representations. In this section, I will explore how the political subject, as Clarke and 

Newman argue, is “traversed by different social relations and inhabiting plural (and 

contradictory) rather than singular cultural fields” (Clarke and Newman 70). I will discuss the 

effects of social production in the democratic election, which in conjunction with the 

biopolitical production of individualized workers, discussed previously, produces incoherent, 

multidimensional, subjects. Responsibility for governing of both external and internal realities 

are heavy themes in the novels examined in this thesis. However, these illustrations are most 

clear in the more intimate Brexit novels. As Pittel argues that Brexit fiction’s privileging of 

small parts of England allows the novels to foreground the view of a “fractured” Britain (60), 

these intimate novels’ privileging of the personal experience of the referendum allows them to 

foreground internal conflict in terms of subject formation.  

 In these intimate novels, Brexit continuously invades personal spheres and 

relationships. Four pages into Middle England, Benjamin is driving his father Colin, whom I 

discussed at the beginning of the analysis, home from Benjamin’s mother’s funeral. Though 

Benjamin, as is his habit, tries to give the moment the appropriate soundtrack in the form of 

some melancholy piano, his father has other habits and demands the news. Benjamin switches 

channels and “immediately they were plunged into a familiar world of gladiatorial combat 

between interviewer and politician” (Coe 4). Benjamin makes it a few minutes before turning 

“the radio off without explanation” (4). Obviously, he is as invested in keeping politics out of 
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this grieving moment in his life as his father is to invite it in. Colin takes over where the radio 

left off by moving into a rant about politicians and their untrustworthiness. While Benjamin 

states to himself that he will not let one of his father’s rants destroy the sanctity of bidding his 

mother farewell, he simultaneously acknowledges the pushing presence of politics, and 

consequently Brexit, in the novel’s characters’ subjectivities. For Benjamin, an introvert who 

normally backs away from the political aspects of life, as with the episode with his car radio 

in the above example, Brexit becomes the subject that he cannot ignore. The radio continues 

to play a big part in Benjamin’s relationship to Brexit throughout the novel, as he is 

incessantly turning it on and off, both to actively partake in politics, and to shut it out. 

Benjamin’s failure to ignore Brexit illustrates how, as Hardt and Negri argue, the disciplinary 

aspects of power have become democratic, as they are internalized by the subject (Empire 

23). Benjamin is unable to ignore the internal calling to partake in the election and the 

governing of society.  

 Hence, the referendum seemingly transforms Benjamin into a responsible, yet 

undecided, voter. In “All-out-war? Brexit, Voting and the Production of Division,” Cathy 

Elliott states that hidden behind the idealized front of rationality that elections present are 

often anxious, emotional and confused individuals, who frequently fail to comprehend what 

they are voting for (47). Benjamin is displaying such anxiety, as he, to prepare for the 

upcoming referendum, is trying to decide on how to vote. After the publication of his only 

novel, Benjamin is asked by a newspaper to write a short piece regarding his attitude towards 

Brexit. This is out of character for Benjamin, as is made clear by his friend Doug’s reaction: 

“[y]our’re writing something about the referendum? You mean . . . you’re going to take a 

position on something?” (Coe 301). What transpires further is that Benjamin has not yet 

decided which way to vote, as he is confused by the many “different arguments on both sides” 

(301). As he notes, “there are so many things to take into account. Sovereignty, immigration, 
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trading partnerships, the Maastricht Agreement, the Lisbon Treaty, the Common Agricultural 

Policy, the European Court, the Commission” (301). When Doug tries to voice to Benjamin 

that, as he is so up to speed on the different issues around Brexit, it should be easier for 

Benjamin to take a stance rather than harder, Benjamin disagrees: “I’m not up to speed at all. 

I’m drowning in information and contradictory opinions, I’ve been reading about this for 

three days. I’ve got forty-seven different tabs open on my computer” (302). Evidently, the 

referendum has transformed the not-so-political, not-so-opinionated, Benjamin into a 

responsible, yet anxious, democratic voter.  

 In Middle England, it is the referendum itself that inscribes a responsibility for the 

greater good of the nation in the characters. According to Elliott, it is the election that 

transforms these “anxious, contradictory, and emotional subjects into useful, knowable 

citizens” through allowing them to categorize their anxiety into a simple yes or no question 

(47). She proposes that voting should be perceived as a technology of subjectivity which 

creates a “desire to be a choosing, autonomous, self-reflective subject who will make an 

informed individual decision” (Elliott 48). Though Benjamin, obviously, would not agree that 

the question is simple, he emerges from the election as a more responsible voter. As he and 

Charlie, after the referendum, are listening to “the news headlines on Radio Four” (Coe 345), 

Benjamin moves to switch channels, but stops himself, noting that “that was the sort of thing 

the old Benjamin would do, before the referendum . . . it was important to stay informed, to 

have an opinion” (346). Elliott suggests that responsibility is not a human essential trait, but 

rather, “is a historically specific, learned attribute of modern citizens conditioned by their 

participation in, and understanding of, the activity of voting in the first place” (48). Hence, 

Brexit not only calls to Benjamin to partake as an autonomous voter; it also subjectifies him 

as a responsible citizen in the process.  
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 As seen in the previous discussion on patriotism, and Colin’s relationship to labour, 

the responsibility for the greater good of the population, which is essentially inscribed in the 

democratic election, is an inherent aspect of the biopolitical technologies that organized the 

worker within industrial capitalistic production. However, while Colin’s subjectivity was only 

partly determined by his role in the capitalistic system, as his labour identity was primarily 

communal, rather than personal, the internalization of these technologies in cognitive 

capitalism has subsumed subjects completely into a system of biopower in which 

responsibility is no longer only fostered for the greater good of the population, it is also 

generated as a prerequisite of capitalistic production. As previously mentioned, Hardt and 

Negri note that “the effects of biopolitical technologies” in industrial capitalism, or what they 

refer to as the disciplinary society, was only partial as it was “developed according to 

relatively closed, geometrical, and quantitative logics” (Empire 24). Thus, while 

“disciplinarity fixed individuals within institutions” it did not “succeed in consuming them 

completely in the rhythm of productive practices and productive socialization” (24). 

Therefore, while Colin experiences the effect of labour on his subjectivity in relation to the 

nation, expressed mainly in a form of nationalistic patriotism, he essentially only sees himself 

as a cog in the great wheel of the British industry. As seen in the former part of the analysis, 

in contemporary capitalism, responsibility is no longer aimed mainly towards the greater good 

of the nation, instead, cognitive capitalism fosters responsibility for, and through, biopolitical 

production. Precarization of labour in the gig economy and the appropriation of intellectuality 

and creativity puts the subject in charge of both financial sustenance and their personal 

achievement and fulfilment. However, subjects are still fixed within the democracy as 

responsible for the wellbeing of others, though the combination of these external and internal 

biopolitical technologies is difficult to come to terms with. What emerges from this joint state 
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is a conflicted subject, subsumed in a system of power which calls to both their individualism 

and their collectivism.  

 This conflictual state is illustrated by Robert in Perfidious Albion, who struggles with 

the demands that capitalism places on him while maintaining his sense of responsibility for 

the greater good. In the beginning of the novel, Robert has already started his process of 

reconstituting himself in relation to his job as an online journalist. As Robert reflects on the 

new nature of his job: “a different process had taken over: one of triangulation, extrapolation . 

. . he had to circle, inspect, consider the possible ramifications, and then select, from all the 

possibilities, the approach most likely to achieve success” (Byers, loc 2675), he illustrates 

how cognitive capitalism appropriates creativity for the sake of profit. Robert’s situation 

stems from his journey from unknown and unimportant to be a writer with a successful article 

in circulation, a success that has been dependent on him moving into controversial subjects. 

He is experiencing these dilemmas when writing a piece on the Downton estate – where, in 

Robert’s words: “people are being forced out of their homes so that a private corporation can 

erect some kind of megacomplex” (loc 260). Robert’s editor, Silas, comments on Robert’s 

piece that it is too serious, too “capital-J journalism” (loc 253). When Robert answers that he 

is, in fact, a journalist, Silas distinguishes between the journalism belonging to serious 

newspapers, and the journalism that belongs to The Command Line, for which Robert is 

writing: “[w]e can’t just go out there and take everyone’s angle, Rob. The existing angle, the 

obvious angle, is really no angle at all” (loc 253). In other words, Silas is looking for 

controversial journalism. However, Robert does not identify himself as a controversial person, 

he identifies himself as a politically correct intellectual leftist. For Robert to continue to 

produce the kind of journalism that Silas wants, and, more importantly, the kind of journalism 

that has landed him success, he needs to go through a process of ‘de-politically correcting’ 

himself, which he consequently does as he changes the scope of his writing.  
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 This process takes the form of endless reflection, both alone and together with a fellow 

white, male, left-wing writer, Jacques DeCoverley. Robert and DeCoverley find themselves in 

a conversation in which they are trying to make sense of their role as both left-wing white 

male and, in their own mind, oppressed men. In the conversation, they are working their way 

towards a motif that justifies abandoning the values with which they identify, and which they 

have also propagated within leftist circles: 

‘We’re actually trying to have a debate,’ said Robert, ‘and what’s happening? We’re 

being threatened.’ 

‘And not just us, said DeCoverley. ‘Because one thing I feel very, very strongly about 

here it that this is about so much more than just us. It’s about…’ He pinched his lips as 

if his own thought has given rise to a swell of emotion within him. ‘Its about the future.’ 

‘Not our future,’ said Robert, ‘but the future.’ 

‘Right,’ said DeCoverley. ‘The future of free intellectual discussion in Britain.’  

(Byers, loc 3007) 

This is just the beginning of their long justification of placing personal success above the 

values to which they owe much of their earlier writing careers. As they move into discussing 

the online personality Julia Benjamin – really Robert’s girlfriend on an anonymous account, 

but that is a completely different story – who has been taunting Robert’s writing and called 

him out on male privileges, the conversation culminates in an apparent responsibility to leave 

political correctness behind: 

‘It’s about the greater good, isn’t it?’ said Robert.  

‘Go on,’ said DeCoverley. 

‘Well, what we are doing is important. It’s important in all sorts of big-picture ways. 

And here’s Julia Benjamin . . . saying, hey, this doesn’t take account of me. And you 
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know what? Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe it doesn’t need to. Because maybe it takes into 

account more than that, meaning that Julia Benjamin isn’t just irrelevant, she’s—’ 

‘Dangerous,’ said DeCoverley.  

. . . 

‘We’ve got a responsibility here, Robert.’  

‘That’s how I’m starting to see it, yes.’ (loc 3052) 

Interestingly, the argument that these two men employ to motivate their departure from the 

leftist discourse is the same argument employed in leftist circles to take responsibility to 

represent, and represent correctly, the variety of groups that make up the human population. 

Thus, the novel illustrates how Robert feels the need to take, or act as if he takes, 

responsibility for the “greater good” (loc 3052). The dilemma that he faces is that, as 

biopolitical production has consumed him, borrowing Hardt and Negri’s words, “completely 

in the rhythm of productive practices and productive socialization” (Empire 24), it demands 

that he takes responsibility for the advancement of his career, while social democratic 

institutions require his investment in the prosperity of the population. In order to achieve 

success while maintaining his subjectivity, he needs these two aspects of social life to merge 

and work together. 

What separates leave voters from each other in these Brexit novels, then, is not 

precarity - which, as illustrated, permeates the lives of both Leave and Remain characters - as 

much as conflicting ideas on what both individual and collective prosperity look like. 

Mintchew and Moore, in relation to their argument on financial precarity as unifying 

working- and middle-classes on the Leave vote, argue that one aspect of the “Brexit divide,” 

is “different visions of prosperity” (454). To return to Ian and Sophie in Middle England, 

these different views on prosperity are the dividing factor in their relationship. Sophie is 

insistently devoted to her leftist values. Though referenced continuously throughout the novel, 
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the moment in which this trait of hers becomes most acutely apparent is at a cruise to the 

Baltics. At the ship, she is given a suite and the access to a personal butler named Henry. 

Sophie’s uncomfortability around Henry is palpable, and she is constantly left “with mingled 

feelings of unease and guilty pleasure at the luxury of being waited on” (Coe 159). In her 

need to come to terms with these feelings, she is continuously going too far to, whenever he is 

around, build a sense of equality between them that is impossible to achieve. At the end of the 

cruise, she even goes as far as inviting him to come visit if he ever visits London or 

Birmingham. When Henry leaves, Ian laughs at her for being “riddled with liberal angst” 

(170). Though Sophie does not agree with Ian on this matter, he is right to state that Sophie’s 

investment with her leftist views is more than an opinion for Sophie; she is completely 

subsumed in this sense of self. Mintchew and Moore suggest, with the help of Gerard 

Delanty, that “[w]hile some people hold a ‘nation-centred’ vision of prosperity in which better 

quality of life is delivered within a national framework that privileges its historically-

established White British (and especially English) community, others believe in a more 

‘cosmopolitan’ vision of diversity and interconnectedness” (452). Ian’s vision of prosperity, 

as discussed in the last section, is the promotion that he loses to Naheed, and the possibility to 

start a family with Sophie. Sophie’s vision of prosperity, one the other hand, is inherently 

connected to her subjectivity as a leftist intellectual within the humanities. 

 The effect of Sophie’s views on her subjectivity becomes apparent when she faces off 

with Ian’s mother Helena. Though Sophie struggles to keep politics out of conversations with 

her mother-in-law, she fails to do so as Helena is more invested in her views than in 

maintaining a relationship with Sophie. When Sophie is driving Helena to see Ian – who was 

assaulted after putting himself in the way of street-rioters in Birmingham - in the hospital, 

Helena is unable to stay off these topics. Instead, she states, “[h]e was quite right, you know. 

“Rivers of blood”. He was the only one brave enough to say it” (Coe 89) - referencing Enoch 
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Power’s “Rivers of Blood” speech in which he stated perceived problems with rising 

immigration numbers – causing Sophie to freeze: 

[t]he silence that opened up between her and Helena was fathomless now. Here it was, 

after all. The subject that wouldn’t, couldn’t be discussed. The subject that divided 

people more than any other, mortified people more than any other, because to bring it 

up was to strip off your own clothes and to tear off the other person’s clothes and to be 

forced to stare at each other naked, unprotected, with no way of averting your eyes. (89)  

What Sophie experiences at this moment is the joint pressure of responsibility and 

individualism, as her values tell her to place the greater good before herself, while her 

personal contentment is dependent on her maintaining a relationship with Ian’s mother. 

Therefore, when her views are contested, and she is forced to either express or suppress them, 

her conflicting subjectivity is unmasked, and she feels naked.  

 In Sophie’s case, prosperity is intrinsically connected to her Remainer views, and she 

is constantly invoking these aspects of herself as fundamental for the person that she is. In 

contrast, Ian and Helena’s views of prosperity are nationalistic, and they consequently believe 

that personal prosperity is impossible to achieve as long as the nation does not outright 

privilege members of the white, British population. Mintchew and Moore argue that [t]hese 

two visions are caught up in an affective deadlock . . . in which commitment to one’s view 

amounts to a failure to accept, understand and empathise with the views of others” (452). 

Therefore, Sophie’s Remainer views are continuously impossible to aim for without 

hampering her own success in personal relationships. At stake in Brexit is Sophie’s 

subjectivity, and, therefore, she is incessantly placing her values in relation to matters around 

Brexit before her personal relationships with others, even her husband and his mother.  

 While Ian and Sophie differ in opinion on Brexit, they share the investment with the 

referendum result displayed by Sophie, which is strong enough to overrule their feelings for 
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one another. As previously discussed, the Brexit subject is caught between an investment with 

personal prosperity and the prosperity of the population. This is illustrated in Ian and Sophie’s 

inability to come to terms with their political contestations, as doing so means to sacrifice one 

of these aspects of their subjectivity. After the referendum, the couple is forced to seek help 

through “post-Brexit counselling” (Coe 325) in trying to come to terms with the seemingly 

political contestations that is wrecking their marriage. When, in counselling, Ian and Sophie 

elaborate on their anger with one another for voting as they did, the connection between their 

views of prosperity and their subjectivities become evident. Sophie expresses disappointment 

with Ian for his lack of openness and cooperation. Ian, on the other hand, is angry with Sophie 

for her naivety, her lack of understanding of different views than her own, which he states 

gives her an “attitude of moral superiority” (Coe 327). Thus, both characters identify 

themselves and each other with their views in relation to the referendum to the extent that 

their feelings towards one another are affected. Both characters are unable to separate their 

own, and their partner’s, subjectivity from their political identities. This effect of Brexit on the 

characters’ subjectivities is further illustrated when Sophie reflects that the referendum result 

showed her not only that she lacks understanding of her husband; it also made her feel that 

she had lost “a small but important part of her own identity – her modern, layered, multiple 

identity – had been taken away from her” (326). In other words, Sophie can no longer 

separate herself from her views, resulting in internal conflict as her subjectivity hinges on the 

referendum result. Eventually, this internal and external conflict results in the couple’s 

separation from one another. Thus, the responsibility for the population that was regulated 

externally within industrial capitalism, has now been internalized and subsumes both 

characters in a system of biopower that works both from within and from without, ordering 

life 
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 This notion of communal breakdown due to voting subjectivity is also represented in 

The Cut’s centre couple, Grace and Cairo, who, according to Shaw, represents the two 

perceived sides of Britain that was unmasked in the referendum (18). This is illustrated in the 

novel through Cairo’s lack of identification with the life of London-based Grace and her 

metropolitan lifestyle, as well as his grief and anger as he perceives himself, his town and its 

population as the forgotten part of Britain’s industrial past that refuses to subside (Shaw 24). 

At the other side, Grace’s initial refusal of empathy with the point of view that Cairo 

represents “symbolizes the Remain camp’s dismissal of nationalist rhetoric as simply 

‘bigotry’ or evidence of ‘Little Englander’ syndrome” (Shaw 24). However, while Cartwright 

does illustrate a possible communion in the couple of Grace and Cairo, who manage to build a 

relationship despite their differences, The Cut is clearly struggling with mending the hole in 

the unity of the British population. This is illuminated as Cairo and Grace are unable to stick 

together when the going gets tough. When Grace gets pregnant, by accident, and is setting out 

to tell Cairo, he misunderstands her completely due to an earlier experience. Because Grace, 

who is adamant about keeping the baby but unsure if Cairo will want to be a part of it, uses 

the same phrasing as his ex-wife when she suggested that their daughter aborted her 

unplanned pregnancy, Cairo mistakes Grace’s statement that “they would need to decide what 

to do about it” (Cartwright, loc 957) for her wanting an abortion. Similarly, Grace is unable to 

see past Cairo’s confusion as she is expecting him to refuse her and the child. This 

misunderstanding is never cleared up, and has horrible consequences both for the couple, who 

are unable to come together despite their shared ambitions and feelings. This break-down in 

communication, which concurs with the moment of the referendum, illustrates the characters 

inability to step outside the values that the election produces in them, and the binary voting 

categories which the election fixates them in. 
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 Thus, what emerges in the referendum in Brexit fiction are conflicted subjects that are 

forced to face the incoherence of their multidimensional self, as biopolitical production 

inscribes individual values and responsibilities onto them, while the democratic election 

charges them with a responsibility for the ‘greater good’ of the population. As they are 

increasingly invested in maintaining their own success within the capitalistic system, while 

being reproduced as responsible citizens, contemporary society demands of them to place 

both their own prosperity and the prosperity of others first. This is illustrated in these novels, 

both in the characters’ difficulties in maintaining relationships with people that go against 

their view of the governing of society, but also in their own growing investment with the 

outcome of Brexit, which goes beyond the policies that Brexit includes, and instead touches 

upon the characters’ subject formation in relation to the referendum and its result. In other 

words, the social ordering of life that is an inherent aspect of biopolitical production renders a 

society in which life can no longer be separated from the powers which organize it. This is 

illustrated in these characters inability to separate themselves from their voting identities, and 

their inescapable communicative breakdown. 

4.4 Biopolitical Resistance: An Alternative Subject 

As previously mentioned, Foucault always identifies an alternative power that has the ability 

to resist subjectification. Correspondingly, the conflicted characters of these novels also 

demonstrate, in Hardt and Negri’s words, “an alternative production of subjectivity, which not 

only resists power but also seeks autonomy from it” (Commonwealth 56). This alternative 

subjectivity is illustrated in several of these Brexit novels, in the characters’ ability to 

reconstitute their subjectivity in relation to Brexit in order to come together as less conflicted, 

but still multidimensional, selves. One example of such reconstitution has already been 

described in Robert’s process of ‘depolitically correcting’ himself. While he is moved by 

internalized biopolitics to place individual goals ahead of communal values, he is also in so 
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doing demonstrating the duality of power, as he reclaims his role as champion of the people 

within this new objective of seeking success for himself. Consequently, Robert manages, in 

his own mind, to both keep the cookie and eat it.  

 While Robert works consciously, to some extent, so retain parts of who he thinks he is 

within the subjectivity that capitalism has placed on him, Middle England’s Benjamin is 

demonstrating an alternative production of subjectivity as his old self refuses defeat. Though 

Benjamin does emerge from the election a more contentious voter, the moment in which he 

demonstrates this contentiousness, by resisting his urge to switch channels when the news 

comes on, is tightly followed by a moment in which Benjamin resists subjectification, and 

allows for his introspective self to return:  

The world was changing now, things were spinning out of control in unpredictable 

ways, and it was important to stay informed, to have an opinion. He and Charlie listened 

in attentive silence for a minute or two. 

Finally Benjamin said: ‘I don’t like Trump, do you?’ 

‘Nope,’ Charlie said. ‘Can’t stand the bloke.’ 

Benjamin nodded. With the political discussion out of the way, he followed his original 

instinct and retuned the radio, to be greeted by the opening bars of Brahms’s Clarinet 

Quintet. (Coe 346)  

Thus, Benjamin might have emerged from the referendum as a responsible voter, but that 

responsibility is still clearly exhibited on his own terms, and so, in this moment, he produces 

an alternative subjectivity.  

  The Cut is demonstrating the resistance to the subjectification of Brexit in a more 

dramatic way, when Cairo, at the end of the novel, sets himself on fire on the town square. As 

mentioned, Elliott has looked into the production of subjectivity in relation to elections. She 

argues that though social fault lines were present before the referendum, we should not be too 
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quick to assume the impossibilities of political events producing division as well as exposing 

them (Elliott 45). Elliot illuminates how the referendum created the categories of ‘Leavers’ 

and ‘Remainers.’ After the election, voters were either Leavers or Remainers, though these 

people might not have had much of an opinion about the EU in the first place. These 

categories are then the assumed categories of measurement, and a number of individuals with 

varying preferences in a large range of questions are distilled into measurable entities. It is 

arguably as Cairo and Grace are distilled into these fixed categories that the breakdown in 

communication happens, as they are all of a sudden unable to meet in the middle, again 

literally, as they are looking for each other in the ending of the novel without locating one 

another. As an act of defiance against this distillment, Cairo instead collects some petrol and 

goes down to the town market to set himself on fire in the middle of the square. As Cairo is 

preparing, the scene mimics a purifying ritual of cleansing, with the slight twist that Cairo 

washes himself with petrol rather than water: “[h]e pours the petrol carefully into the well of 

his hand, like a lotion, he cups it to his face and fights the sting of it, rubs it through his hair 

and massages it up his arms, tips the last of it into his lap” (Cartwright, loc 1161). While 

Benjamin resists by retaining parts of himself, Cairo is arguably illustrating an alternative 

subjectivity by displaying the most extreme image of the voter identity which he has been 

allocated: “[t]hey voted to relight the fires. He will be the furnace and the flames” (loc 1161). 

Through this act of self-immolation, Cairo subsumes himself into the binary category of 

Leave voters.23  

 On a more traditionally cheerful note, Sophie and Ian come together to demonstrate an 

alternative subjectivity as they climb above their political contestations and start again to 

build a future together. Sophie, who separated from Ian after being unable to come to terms 

 
23 Self-immolation as a political act of resistance is not a novel notion. Remember, for example, Thích Quảng 
Đức, the Vietnamese Mahayana-monk who publicly burned himself to death in 1963, in protest against president 
Ngo Dinh Diems oppression of the Buddhist religion. 
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with their contestations in regard to Brexit, eventually not only makes it back to him, but also 

gets pregnant by him, marking the possibility of divided and conflictual subjectivities coming 

together again in a post-Brexit future. Their shared future in the manifestation of the baby in 

Sophie’s stomach, marks the post-referendum ending of the novel: [h]er eyes were fixed on 

the road ahead as she accelerated down the lane, one hand on the steering wheel, the other on 

her swollen belly: home, for now, to Sophie and Ian’s tentative gesture of faith in their 

equivocal, unknowable future: their beautiful Brexit baby (Coe 421). This need to move on 

with life and leave the referendum behind, which even Sophie is willing to do, is also voiced 

in more general terms in the novel. In a chapter marked with “November 2017,” that is, 18 

months after the referendum, the novel sums up the state of the nation:  

Britain had voted. It had sent David Cameron packing. It had made its views on the 

European Union clear. And now, having made this momentous choice, it did not want to 

think about the matter anymore, but preferred to return to its everyday concerns, and 

leave the problem of implementing its decision to those traditionally charged with such 

tasks: the governing class. (352) 

In this unified moving on across the camps of Leave and Remain, as illustrated in the 

unification of Ian and Sophie, the dual state of subjectification and an alternative production 

of subjectivity that Hardt and Negri argue is the very definition of biopolitical power, 

materializes. As I have illustrated in this thesis, these subjects are individualized through the 

internalization of biopolitical technologies, consequently increasing their investment with 

Brexit as they identify personal stakes with the outcome of the referendum. However, that 

same individualization also prompts the characters to leave the referendum behind and move 

on with their own lives, leaving the responsibility for the governing of the nation to the side in 

their quest for personal fulfilment and happiness. Thus, out of the referendum steps incoherent 
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subjects, that willingly contradict themselves and express an alternative production of 

subjectivity.  

5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Brexit referendum in these novels unmasks conflicted, multidimensional 

subjects, that are caught in between the individual and communal values produced in the 

biopolitical society. I have illustrated how Hardt and Negri’s combination of contemporary 

theories of capitalism with Foucault’s concept of biopolitics can describe an increasing 

internalization of regulatory mechanisms in Brexit fiction. Neoliberalism has fuelled drastic 

changes in the organization of labour in contemporary capitalism, where labour is 

progressively characterized by its immateriality and its appropriation of intellect and 

creativity, in combination with an increasingly unstable job market that is run on principles of 

demand. Due to these changes, labouring subjectivities are becoming more individualized 

than ever, through the internalization of biopolitical technologies that make subjects 

responsible to new extents for their sustenance, both financial and psychological, within 

immaterial labour. I have argued that such internalization has increased the sense of 

responsibility in the characters of Brexit fiction, for the structuring and ordering of their lives. 

Thus, labour in these contemporary novels is more precarious than ever, as it both targets the 

financial sustenance of the population, while making the worker contingent on their labour 

subjectivities to define who they are. At stake for the characters of these Brexit novels in 

biopolitical production are both physical and phycological survival.  

In the section on Brexit fiction as subgenre, I discussed these novels’ privileging of 

middle-class perspectives, which I then problematized in the analysis. As precarity is growing 

across social classes and different labour sectors in contemporary capitalism, with the 

expansion of immaterial labour and the casualization of work, scholars are calling for a 
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reconceptualization of the notion of class and class privileges. Though these middle-class 

characters are privileged in terms of education and social capital, their experience of life in 

the UK does not correlate with the comfortability and stability that such privilege often 

invokes. Instead, they express a precarity in terms of both financial and psychological 

sustenance that renders them vulnerable to the whims of capitalistic production. 

 Furthermore, I have situated this discussion of growing precarity in the conversation 

on nationalistic rhetoric in relation to Brexit. While questions of nationalism and national 

identity remain important issues to investigate in Brexit fiction, it is important to situate 

nationalism within larger networks of power that all affect subjectivity to a certain extent. In 

the novels I have examined, patriotism’s importance for the subjectivity of the characters is 

diminishing, while the effect of changes in contemporary capitalism and labour is on the 

rise. Consequently, the novels depict nationalistic rhetoric as increasingly fuelled by living 

precarity of the nation’s subjects. Rather than invoking a sense of community in which the 

national subject works to rebuild pride and glory, nationalism in these novels takes advantage 

of the characters’ precarity to target their increasingly individualized values. The novels 

locate these two sides of nationalism in different generations in the novels, but also illustrate 

how the communal values of industrial capitalism is preserved within democratic discourse, 

resulting in political subjects that are caught between individualism and collectivism. 

Therefore, what emerges in the referendum is a precarious and conflicted subject, 

driven by both individual and communal ideals. These conflicted and multidimensional 

subjects display their inherent anxiety in relation to the referendum in both internal crises and 

conflicted relationships to others. As they are fixated in the subjectivities produced by their 

role in the capitalistic system, while being moulded into responsible voters by the democratic 

election, they are consequently unable to come to terms both with the contestation in 

individual and communal ideals, but also with the differing views of other characters. In this 
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conflict, they are forced to choose between communion with others, and the upholding of the 

subjectivity in which they have invested. In other words, one way or the other, Brexit in these 

narratives produces conflicted selves that experience loss in the referendum. 

Lastly, I have argued that the important assumption in Foucault’s concept of biopower, 

that power can only be exerted over free subjects, and Hardt and Negri’s adaption of this idea 

as an inherent aspect of biopower, is present in the characters’ ultimate resistance, both to the 

imposing organization of power within capitalism, and to the impact of Brexit on their subject 

formation and personal relationships. As characters renounce either communal or individual 

values for the sake of personal relationships, or as they reconstitute their subjectivities to 

include both views, they illustrate the intransigent power of freedom and resistance to which 

all subjects have access, despite their growing precarity.  

To explore Brexit fiction through theories on contemporary organization of labour and 

capital aids in unmasking the multidimensionality of the political subject, as it uncovers 

processes in which subjectivity is produced rather than attempting to locate subjects within 

already fixed categories of identity. As Brexit is an ongoing process, and, as of yet, the UK 

has not completed their exit from the EU, it is likely that Brexit fiction will continue to 

expand, and that Brexit will remain an important force in the subject formation of the UK 

population.24 As writers continue their attempt to capture these contemporary processes, they 

continue to provide material for investigations on the organization of capital, labour and 

ultimately power in the 21st century. Therefore, more work can and should be done, viewing 

Brexit fiction’s representation of capital and labour, and ultimately, its effect on subject 

formation.

 
24 Though this process was advancing, after years of delay, in January 2020 with the official withdrawal 
agreement, it is likely that the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic will halt the process further. Thus, it remains 
unclear if the UK will be able to manage a full exit according to schedule. 
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