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Abstract: This paper introduces the overall framework for tripleC’s special issue “Marx is Back. The Importance of Marxist
Theory and Research for Critical Communication Studies Today”. We point out why there is a return of the interest in Marx
(“Marx is back”) and why Marxian analysis is important for Critical Communication Studies today. We also provide a classifi-
cation of Marxian dimensions of the critical analysis of media and communication and discuss why commonly held prejudic-
es against what Marx said about society, media, and communication are wrong. The special issue shows the importance of
Marxist theory and research for Critical Communication Studies today.
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* “Marx is fashionable again,’ declares Jorn Schutrumpf, head of the Berlin publishing house Dietz,
which brings out the works of Marx and his collaborator Friedrich Engels. Sales have trebled - albe-
it from a pretty low level - since 2005 and have soared since the summer. [...] The Archbishop of
Canterbury, Rowan Williams, gave him a decent review last month: ‘Marx long ago observed the
way in which unbridled capitalism became a kind of mythology, ascribing reality, power and agency
to things that had no life in themselves.’ Even the Pope has put in a good word for the old atheist -
praising his ‘great analytical skill”. (The Times, Financial crisis gives added capital to Marx’s writ-
ings. October 20, 2008)

* “No one claims that we're all Marxists now but | do think the old boy deserves some credit for
noticing that ‘it's the economy, stupid’ and that many of the apparently omniscient titans who as-
cend the commanding heights of the economy are not so much stupid as downright imbecilic, driv-
en by a mad exploitative greed that threatens us all. Marx's work is not holy writ, despite the striv-
ings of some disciples to present it as such” (The Evening Standard, Was Marx Right All Along?.
March 30, 2009).

* “Karl Marx is back. That, at least, is the verdict of publishers and bookshops in Germany who say
that his works are flying off the shelves” (The Guardian, Booklovers Turn to Karl Marx as Financial
Crisis Bites in Germany. October 15, 2008).

* “Policy makers struggling to understand the barrage of financial panics, protests and other ills
afflicting the world would do well to study the works of a long-dead economist: Karl Marx. The
sooner they recognize we’re facing a once-in-a-lifetime crisis of capitalism, the better equipped
they will be to manage a way out of it” (Bloomberg Business Week, Give Karl Marx a Chance to
Save the World Economy. August 28, 2011).

* Time Magazine showed Marx on its cover on February 2" 2009, and asked in respect to the
crisis: “What would Marx think?” In the cover story, Marx was presented as the saviour of capital-
ism and was thereby mutilated beyond recognition: "Rethinking Marx. As we work out how to save
capitalism, it’'s worth studying the system’s greatest critic* (Time Magazine Europe, February 2
2009).

These news clippings indicate that with the new global crisis of capitalism, we seem to have en-
tered new Marxian times. That there is suddenly a surging interest in Karl Marx’s work is an indica-
tion for the persistence of capitalism, class conflicts, and crisis. At the same time, the bourgeois
press tries to limit Marx and to stifle his theory by interpreting Marx as the new saviour of capital-
ism. One should remember that he was not only a brilliant analyst of capitalism, he was also the
strongest critic of capitalism in his time: “In short, the Communists everywhere support every revo-
lutionary movement against the existing social and political order of things. In all these movements,
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they bring to the front, as the leading question in each, the property question, no matter what its
degree of development at the time. Finally, they labour everywhere for the union and agreement of
the democratic parties of all countries. The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims.
They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing
social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic revolution. The proletarians have
nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Proletarians of all lands unite!” (Marx
and Engels 1848/2004, 94).

In 1977, Dallas Smythe published his seminal article Communications: Blindspot of Western
Marxism (Smythe 1977), in which he argued that Western Marxism had not given enough attention
to the complex role of communications in capitalism. 35 years have passed and the rise of neolib-
eralism resulted in a turn away from an interest in social class and capitalism. Instead, it became
fashionable to speak of globalization, postmodernism, and, with the fall of Communism, even the
end of history. In essence, Marxism became the blindspot of all social science. Marxist academics
were marginalized and it was increasingly career threatening for a young academic to take an ex-
plicitly Marxist approach to social analysis.

The declining interest in Marx and Marxism is visualized in Figure 1 showing the number of arti-
cles in the Social Sciences Citation Index that contain one of the keywords Marx, Marxist, or Marx-
ism in the article topic description and were published in the five time periods 1968-1977, 1978-
1987, 1988-1997, 1998-2007, 2008-2011. Choosing these periods allows one to determine if there
has been a change since the start of the new capitalist crisis in 2008 and also makes sense be-
cause social upheavals in 1968 marked a break that also transformed academia.

Topic Search for "Marx or Marxist or Marxism" in SSCI

(Feb 26, 2012)
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Number of arncles 1709 2752 ‘ 1716 ‘ 1248 990

Figure 1: Articles published about Marx and Marxism that are listed in the Social Sciences Citation
Index

Figure 1 shows that there was a relatively large academic article output about Marx in the period
1978-1987 (2752). Given that the number of articles published increases historically, interest in the
period 1968-1977 also seems to have been high. One can observe a clear contraction of the output
about articles focusing on Marx in the periods 1988-1997 (1716) and 1998-2007 (1248). Given the
earlier increase of published articles, this contraction is even more pronounced. This period has
also been the time of the intensification of neoliberalism, the commodification of everything (includ-
ing public service communication in many countries), and a strong turn towards postmodernism
and culturalism in the social sciences. One can see that the annual average number of articles
published about Marxism in the period 2008-2011 (247.5) has increased in comparisons to the
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periods 1988-2007 (125 per year) and 1988-1997 (172 per year). This circumstance is an empirical
indicator for a renewed interest in Marx and Marxism in the social sciences most likely an effect of
the new capitalist crisis. The question is whether and how this interest can be sustained and mate-
rialized in institutional transformations.

Due to the rising income gap between the rich and the poor, widespread precarious labour, and
the new global capitalist crisis, neoliberalism is no longer seen as common sense. The dark side of
capitalism, with its rising levels of class conflict, is now recognized worldwide. Eagleton (2011)
notes that never has a thinker been so travestied as Marx and demonstrates that the core of Marx’s
work runs contrary to common prejudices about his work. But since the start of the global capitalist
crisis in 2008, a considerable scholarly interest in the works of Marx has taken root. Moreover,
Zizek (2010) argues that the recent world economic crisis has resulted in a renewed interest in the
Marxian critique of political economy.

Communism is not a condition in a distant future, it is rather present in the desires for alterna-
tives expressed in struggles against the poverty in resources, ownership, wealth, literacy, food,
housing, social security, self-determination, equality, participation, expression, healthcare, access,
etc. caused by a system of global stratification that benefits some at the expense of many. It exists
wherever people resist capitalism and create autonomous spaces. Communism is “not a state of
affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself”, but rather “the
real movement which abolishes the present state of things” (Marx and Engels 1844, 57). It is a
revolution of the propertyless, by those who do not own the economy, politics, culture, nature,
themselves, their bodies, their minds, their knowledge, technology, etc. Communism needs spaces
for materializing itself as a movement. The contemporary names of these spaces are not Face-
book, YouTube or Twitter, but rather Tahrir Square, Syntagma Square, Puerta del Sol, Plaga Cata-
lunya, and Zuccotti Park. The context of contemporary struggles is the large-scale colonization of
the world by capitalism. A different world is necessary, but whether it can be created is uncertain
and only determined by the outcome of struggles.

The capitalist crisis and the resulting struggles against the poverty of everything are the context
for this special issue. We have set ourselves the aim to contribute with this issue to the discussion
about the relevance of Marx for analyzing communication and knowledge in contemporary capital-
ism.

Robert McChesney (2007, 235f, fn 35) has accurately noted that while Marx has been studied
by communication scholars, “no one has read Marx systematically to tease out the notion of com-
munication in its varied manifestations”. He also notes that he can imagine that Marx had things to
say on communication that are of considerable importance. The task of this special issue is to con-
tribute to overcoming this lack of systematic reading of Marx on communication and media.

The articles in this issue, especially in the variety of topics grounded in Marxist theory and
Marx’s works, makes clear that Baudrillard was wrong to claim that “the Marxist theory of produc-
tion is irredeemable partial, and cannot be generalized” to culture and the media and in also incor-
rect to insist that “the theory of production (the dialectical chaining of contradictions linked to the
development of productive forces) is strictly homogenous with its object — material production - and
is non-transferable, as a postulate or theoretical framework, to contents that were never given for it
in the first place" (Baudrillard 1981, 214). Marshall McLuhan (1964/2001, 41) was wrong when he
argued that Marx and his followers did not “understand the dynamics of the new media of commu-
nication”. The special issue of tripleC on “Marx is Back: The Importance of Marxist Theory and
Research for Critical Communication Studies Today“ demonstrates the enormous importance of
Marx’s theory for Critical Communication Studies today. If one wants to critically study communica-
tion and to use that research for social change, then the work of Marx provides an essential build-
ing block. Moreover, the articles maintain that to critically examine communication we need to en-
gage with the analysis and critique of capitalism, class, exploitation and with practical struggles for
emancipation.

Our Call for Papers asked these questions:

* What is Marxist Media and Communication Studies? Why is it needed today? What are the
main assumptions, legacies, tasks, methods and categories of Marxist Media and Communication
Studies and how do they relate to Karl Marx’s theory? What are the different types of Marxist Me-
dia/Communication Studies, how do they differ, what are their commonalities?

* What is the role of Karl Marx’s theory in different fields, subfields and approaches of Media
and Communication Studies? How have the role, status, and importance of Marx’s theory for Media
and Communication Studies evolved historically, especially since the 1960s?
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* In addition to his work as a theorist and activist, Marx was a practicing journalist throughout his
career. What can we learn from his journalism about the practice of journalism today, about journal-
ism theory, journalism education and alternative media?

* What have been the structural conditions, limits and problems for conducting Marxian-inspired
Media and Communication Research and for carrying out university teaching in the era of neoliber-
alism? What are actual or potential effects of the new capitalist crisis on these conditions?

* What is the relevance of Marxian thinking in an age of capitalist crisis for analyzing the role of
media and communication in society?

* How can the Marxian notions of class, class struggle, surplus value, exploitation, commodi-
ty/commodification, alienation, globalization, labour, capitalism, militarism and war, ideolo-
gyl/ideology critique, fetishism, and communism best be used for analyzing, transforming and criti-
cizing the role of media, knowledge production and communication in contemporary capitalism?

* How are media, communication, and information addressed in Marx’s work?

* What are commonalities and differences between contemporary approaches in the interpreta-
tion of Marx’s analyses of media, communication, knowledge, knowledge labour and technology?

* What is the role of dialectical philosophy and dialectical analysis as epistemological and meth-
odological tools for Marxian-inspired Media and Communication Studies?

* What were central assumptions of Marx about media, communication, information, knowledge
production, culture and how can these insights be used today for the critical analysis of capitalism?

* What is the relevance of Marx’s work for an understanding of social media?

* Which of Marx’s works can best be used today to theorize media and communication? Why
and how?

* Terry Eagleton (2011) maintains that the 10 most commonly held prejudices against Marx are
wrong. What prejudices against Marx can be found in Media and Communication Studies today?
What have been the consequences of such prejudices? How can they best be contested? Are
there continuities and/or discontinuities in prejudice against Marx in light of the new capitalist cri-
sis?

A Marxist theory of communication should “demonstrate how communication and culture are mate-
rial practices, how labor and language are mutually constituted, and how communication and in-
formation are dialectical instances of the same social activity, the social construction of meaning.
Situating these tasks within a larger framework of understanding power and resistance would place
communication directly into the flow of a Marxian tradition that remains alive and relevant today”
(Mosco 2009, 44). A Marxist theory of communication sees communication in relation to capitalism,
“placing in the foreground the analysis of capitalism, including the development of the forces and
relations of production, commaodification and the production of surplus value, social class divisions
and struggles, contradictions and oppositional movements” (Mosco 2009, 94). Marxist Media and
Communication Studies are not only relevant now, but have been so for a long time because com-
munication has always been embedded into structures of inequality in class societies. With the rise
of neoliberalism, Marxist communication theory has suffered a setback because it had become
common to marginalise and discriminate against Marxist scholarship (see the contribution by Irfan
Erdogan in this special issue) and to replace Marxism with postmodernism. So Marx was always
relevant, but being Marxist and practicing Marxism were always difficult, in part because Marxist
studies lacked a solid institutional base. What we can see today is a rising interest in Marx’s work.
The question is whether it will be possible to channel this interest into institutional transformations
that challenge the predominant administrative character of media institutions and strengthen the
institutionalization of critical studies of communication.

We can summarize the following areas of production, usage, and effects of media as they are
found in Marx’s works (for a detailed discussion of Marx on media communication in capitalism and
explanation of a theoretical model, see: Fuchs 2010, 2011).

In commodity production:

* Specific: Media technology as rationalization technology in the media industry

* Specific: The process of capital concentration and centralization in the media sector

* Specific: The production of media capital, knowledge workers as wage labourers in media cor-
porations

* General: Communication technologies for the spatial and temporal co-ordination of production
in order to reduce constant and variable capital shares

* General: Communication technologies as means for the spatial expansion of capitalist produc-
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In commodity circulation:
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Specific: Transmission technologies as means of accumulating media infrastructure capital
Specific: Media as carriers of advertisements
General: Communication technologies as means for reducing the circulation and turnover time

of capital

General: Media as means and outcomes of the globalization of world trade
General: Media as means of the spatial centralization of capital

In the circulation and reception of ideas:

Media as carriers and circulators of ideologies

In the production, circulation, and reception of alternative media:

Alternative media that are alternatively produced, distributed, and interpreted and function as
means of class struggle and means of circulation of critical ideas

Circulation Production Circulation Consumption
M - C (Mp, P cC-w
L)

Media Technology as
Means of Rationalization:
s/v]

The process of capital
concentration and centrali-
zation in the realm of the
media

Knowledge workers as wage labourers in
media corporations

Media as means of inter-organizational cor-
porate communication and co-ordination: v|, c|

Media for the spatial distribut

ion and extension of capitalism

Media as carriers of ad-
vertisements

Transmission media as
forms of capital

Media and trade globali-
zation

Media and spatial cen-
tralization of capital

ideologies

Media as carriers & diffusion channels of

Alternative media as negating forces in media production, circulation, and consumption

Table 1: A systematic account of the role of media in the Marxian circuit of capital.

The model in figure 1 summarizes the connection of four aspects of the media, i.e., four roles of the
media in the capitalist economy:
1) the commodity form of the media,

2)
3)
4)

the ideological form of the media,
media reception, and
alternative media.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.




132 Christian Fuchs and Vincent Mosco

It focuses on the role of the media in the production, circulation, and consumption processes of the
economy, not on the relations to the political system (state, civil society, laws, etc.) and cultural
institutions (education, family, religion, etc.). Capital accumulation within the media sphere takes
place in both the media content sphere and the media infrastructure sphere. These two realms
together form the sphere of media capital. The Marxian circuit of capital is shown for each of the
two realms, which indicates that they are oriented to capital accumulation.

The commodity hypothesis can be visualized as the following processes that are shown in fig-
ure 1: vertical and horizontal integration, media concentration, media convergence, media globali-
zation, the integration of media capital and other types of capital, the rationalization of production,
the globalization of production, circulation, and trade, and intra-company communication, advertis-
ing and marketing. The production of media content and the production of media technologies are
shown as two different systems. They both belong to the media industry, but create different prod-
ucts. Processes of vertical integration make the boundaries between the two systems fuzzy. Con-
centration processes and horizontal integration, which are inherent features of capital accumula-
tion, shape each of the two spheres. Media convergence is a specific feature of media infrastruc-
ture capital. The two realms together are factors that influence the globalization of the culture in-
dustry. The realm of the economy that is shown at the bottom right of figure 1 represents capital
accumulation in non-media industries and services. It is partly integrated with the media sector due
to corporate integration processes. Media technologies advance the rationalization of production in
this realm as well as in the media content industry. Furthermore, they advance the globalization of
production, circulation, and trade. These globalization processes are also factors that, in return,
promote the development of new media technologies. Media technologies are also used for intra-
company communication. Rationalization, globalization, and intra-company communication are
processes that aim at maximizing profits by decreasing the investment cost of capital (both con-
stant and variable) and by advancing relative surplus value production (more production in less
time). The media content industry is important for advertising and marketing commodities in the
circulation process of commodities, which is at the same time the realization process of capital in
which surplus value is transformed into money profit.

The ideology hypothesis is visualized in figure 1 by media content capital and its relation to re-
cipients. Media content that creates false consciousness is considered as ideological content. Me-
dia content depends on reception. The reception hypothesis is visualized in the lower left part of
figure 1. Reception is the realm wherein ideologies are reproduced and potentially challenged.

Alternative media is a sphere that challenges the capitalist media industry. The alternative me-
dia hypothesis is visualized in figure 1 by a separate domain that stands for alternative ways of
organizing and producing media whose aim is to create critical content that challenges capitalism.
Media content depends on reception. Five forms of reception are distinguished in the left lower left
part of figure 1. Reception is the realm where ideologies are reproduced and potentially challenged.
In some types and parts of media content capital, capital is accumulated by selling the audience, at
a rate determined by its demographic characteristics, as a commodity to advertising clients. Dallas
Smythe (1977) spoke in this context of the audience commodity. As advertising profits are not a
general feature of all media capital, there is a dotted line in figure 1 that signifies the audience
commodity. In recent times, recipients have increasingly become an active audience that produces
content and technologies, which does not imply a democratisation of the media, but mainly a new
form of exploitation of audiences and users.
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Figure 1: The processes of media production, circulation, and consumption in the capitalist economy.

The use value of media and media technologies lies primarily in their capacity to provide infor-
mation, enable communication, and advance the creation of culture. In capitalist society, use value
is dominated by the exchange value of products, which become commodities. When the media
take on commodity form, their use value only becomes available for consumers through exchanges
that accumulate money capital in the hands of capitalists. Media and technologies as concrete
products represent the use value side of information and communication, whereas the monetary
price of the media represents the exchange value side of information and communication. The
commodity hypothesis addresses the exchange value aspect of the media. The ideology hypothe-
sis shows how the dominance of the use value of the media by exchange value creates a role for
the media in the legitimatization and reproduction of domination. The two hypotheses are connect-
ed through the contradictory double character of media as use values and as exchange values.
The media as commodities are in relation to money use values that can realize their exchange
value, i.e., their price, in money form. Money is an exchange value in relation to the media. It real-
izes its use value — i.e. that it is a general equivalent of exchange — in media commodities. Con-
sumers are interested in the use value aspect of media and technology, whereas capitalists are
interested in the exchange value aspect that helps them to accumulate money capital. The use
value of media and technology only becomes available to consumers through complex processes
in which capitalists exchange the commodities they control with money. This means that the use
value of media and technology is only possible through the exchange value that they have in rela-
tion to money. Commaodification is a basic process that underlies media and technology in capital-
ism. Use value and exchange value are “bilateral polar opposites” (MEW 13, 72) of media and
technology in capitalist society. By the time media and technology reach consumers, they have
taken on commodity form and are therefore likely to have ideological characteristics. The sphere of
alternative media challenges the commodity character of the media. It aims at a reversal so that
use value becomes the dominant feature of media and technology by the sublation of their ex-
change value. Processes of alternative reception transcend the ideological character of the media
— the recipients are empowered in questioning the commodified character of the world in which
they live.
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Marx’s analysis of the media in capitalism visualized in figure 1 can be summarized in the form
of four major dimensions. The articles in this special issue are ordered along this categorization of
the role of the media in capitalism.

1) Media and commodities:

capital accumulation, media technology industry, media content industry/cultural industry, digital
media industry, media and financialization, media and globalization, audience commodification,
media concentration, media convergence, etc

2) Media and ideology:

media manipulation, media propaganda filters, advertising, public relations, commodity marketing,
cultural imperialism, etc

3) Media reception and use:

ideological reception, critical reception, critical media use, etc

4) Alternative media:

alternative media production spheres, alternative public spheres, media and social struggles, etc

The published and submitted contributions are predominantly in the areas of media and com-
modification, media and ideology, and alternative media. Media reception studies are not as well
represented. This means that topics like the audiences’ interpretation of reality TV, popular music,
soap operas, sports, movies, quiz shows, or computer games are not so important for most con-
temporary Marxist media and communication scholars in comparison to topics like the exploitation
of free labour on the Internet, the commodification of research and education, Internet ideologies,
socialist struggles about the role of the media in various countries, the marginalization and discrim-
ination of Marxists and Marxism in Media and Communication Studies, capitalist crisis and the me-
dia, communication labour, critical journalism, the socialist open access publishing, or alternative
social networking sites (which are only some of the topics addressed in this special issue). This
demonstrates three key points:

* In the current situation of capitalist crisis and exploding inequality, a focus on political econo-
my topics, class struggle issues, the role of alternatives seems to be more important than the focus
on cultural studies topics (like fan culture) that can easily be accommodated into capitalist interests
and do not deal with the pressing problems such as precarious living conditions and inequalities in
the world.

* Classical audience studies has to a certain extent been transformed into the study of the polit-
ical economy of mediated play labour and media prosumption, which is an area in which the study
of production, consumption and advertising converge. Marxist Media and Communication Studies
have, as this special issue shows, welcomed this convergence and related topics have become an
important topic of this approach. An important implication of this development is that the classical
criticism that Marxist Media and Communication Studies is not particularly interested in reception
and media consumption does not hold because the issue has been taken up to a great degree with
the rise of consumption becoming productive, a development that has been started by the audi-
ence commodification typical of the broadcasting area and lifted to a new dimension of analysis by
the rise of Internet prosumption.

* There is a pressing need for engaging with Marx and the critique of class and capitalism in or-
der to interpret and change the contemporary world and contemporary media. Our published pa-
pers show a deep engagement with and care about Marx’s theory and it is natural that they do not
align themselves with research streams that are critical of or ignore Marxist studies. They are pre-
dominantly grounded in Critical Political Economy and Critical Theory.

The 28 papers published in this special issue show the crucial relevance of Marx today for com-
ing to grips with the world we live in, the struggles that can and should be fought, and the role of
the media in capitalism, in struggles against it, and in building alternatives. It is encouraging to see
that there is a growing number of scholars, who make use of Marx’s works in Media and Communi-
cation Studies today. Whereas Marx was always relevant, this relevance has especially not been
acknowledged in Media and Communication Studies in recent years. It was rather common to mis-
interpret and misunderstand Marx, which partly came also from a misreading of his works or from
outright ignorance of his works. Terry Eagleton (2011) discusses ten common prejudices against
Marx and Marxism and shows why Marx was right and why these prejudices are wrong. We have
added to the following overview a media and communication dimension to each prejudice. This
communication dimensions point towards common prejudices against Marx within Media and
Communication Studies. The papers in this special issue show that these prejudices are wrong and
that using Marx and Marxian concepts in Media and Communication Studies is an important and
pressing task today. As a summary of the results provided by the papers in this special issue, we
counter each of the anti-Marxian prejudices with a counter-claim that is grounded in the analyses
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presented in this special issue that show the importance of Marx for understanding society and the
media critically.

1a) Marxist Outdatedness!

Marxism is old-fashioned and not suited for a post-industrial society.

1b) Marxist Topicality!

In order to adequately and critically understand communication in society, we need Marx.

2a) Marxist Repression!

Marxism may sound good in theory, but in practice it can only result in terror, tyranny and mass
murder. The feasibility of a socialist society and socialist media are illusionary.

2b) Capitalist Repression!

Capitalism neither sounds like a good idea/theory nor does it work in practice, as the reality of
large-scale inequality, global war, and environmental devestation shows. The feasibility of social-
ism and socialist media arises out of the crises of capitalism.

3a) Marxism = Determinism!

Marx believed in deterministic laws of history and the automatic end of capitalism that would also
entail the automatic end of capitalist media.

3b) Marxism = Dialectics and Complexity!

Marxian and Hegelian dialectics allow us to see the history of society and the media as being
shaped by structural conditioning and open-ended struggles and a dialectic of structure and agen-

cy.

4a) Marxist Do-Goodism!

Marx had a naive picture of humanity’s goodness and ignored that humans are naturally selfish,
acquisitive, aggressive and competitive. The media industry is therefore necessarily based on profit
and competition; otherwise it cannot work.

4b) Capitalist Wickedness!

The logic of individualism, egoism, profit maximization, and competition has been tried and tested
under neoliberal capitalism, which has also transformed the media landscape and made it more
unequal.

5a) Marxist Reductionism!

Marx and Marxism reduce all cultural and political phenomena to the economy. They do not have
an understanding of non-economic aspects of the media and communication.

5b) Marxist Complexity!

Contemporary developments show that the economy in capitalism is not determining, but a special
system that results in the circumstance that all phenomena under capitalism, which includes all
media phenomena, have class aspects and are dialectically related to class. Class is a necessary,
although certainly not sufficient condition for explaining phenomena of contemporary society.

6a) Marxist Anti-Humanism!

Marx had no interests in religion and ethics and reduced consciousness to matter. He therefore
paved the way for the anti-humanism of Stalin and others. Marxism cannot ground media ethics.
6b) Marxist Humanism!

Marx was a deep humanist and communism was for him practical humanism, class struggle practi-
cal ethics. His theory was deeply ethical and normative. Critical Political Economy of the Media
necessarily includes a critical ethics of the media.

7a) The Outdatedness of Class!

Marxism’s obsession with class is outdated. Today, the expansion of knowledge work is removing
all class barriers.

7b) The Importance of Class!

High socio-economic inequality at all levels of societal organisation is indicative of the circumstance
that contemporary society is first and foremost a multi-levelled class society. Knowledge work is no
homogenous category, but rather a class-structured space that includes internal class relations and
stratification patterns (both a manager and a precariously employed call centre agent or data entry
clerk are knowledge workers)
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8a) Marxists Oppose Democracy!

Marxists favour violent revolution and oppose peaceful reform and democracy. They do not accept
the important role of the media for democracy.

8b) Socialism=Democracy!

Capitalism has a history of human rights violations, structural violence, and warfare. In the realm of
the media, there is a capitalist history of media support for anti-democratic goals. Marxism is a
demand for peace, democracy, and democratic media. Marx in his own journalistic writings and
practice struggled for free speech, and end to censorship, democratic journalism and democratic
media.

9a) Marxist Dictatorship!

Marxism’s logic is the logic of the party that results in the logic of the state and the installation of
monstrous dictators that control, monitor, manipulate and censor the media.

9b) Capitalist Dictatorship!

Capitalism installs a monstrous economic dictatorship that controls, monitors, manipulates and
censors the media by economic and ideological means. Marxism’s logic is one of a well-rounded
humanity fostering conditions that enable people to be active in many pursuits and includes the
view that everyone can become a journalist.

10a) Non-class-oriented New Social Movements!

New social movements (feminism, environmentalism, gay rights, peace movement, youth move-
ment, etc) have left class and Marxism behind. Struggles for alternative media are related to the
new social movements, not to class struggles.

10b) Class-oriented New New Social Movements!

The new movements resulting from the current crisis (like the Occupy movement) as well as recent
movements for democratic globalization are movements of movements that are bound together by
deep concern for inequality and class. Contemporary struggles are class struggles that make use
of a multitude of alternative media.

1) Marx, the Media, Commodities, and Capital Accumulation

Nicole Cohen analyses the exploitation of freelancers in the cultural industries. She does not
share the analysis that cultural work is beyond Marxian analysis, but rather argues that one needs
Marx’s theory for understanding precarious cultural labour. She maintains that cultural work in
capitalism should not be separated analytically from the capitalism’s universal structures of exploi-
tation and from other forms of work. Moreover, exploitation and class are at the heart of labour
process theory that remains well suited for understanding labour today. Concretely, she explores
the role of unpaid and precarious labour in journalism.

Mattias Ekman discusses the role of the media and communication in capitalism’s primitive ac-
cumulation. The author presents three examples: 1) The Swedish media representation of the
global justice movement has focused on describing single acts of actual or potential violence and
has rather ignored the political goals and causes of the struggles. 2) Swedish media and politicians
presented the privatization of the Swedish telecommunication company Telia as an opportunity for
the public to buy “people’s shares”. 3) The role of dispossession and violence in the commaodifica-
tion of users and their labour on social networking sites like Facebook.

Eran Fisher analyses the role of alienation and exploitation in audience commodification on
Facebook. Building on the work of Jhally and Smythe, he introduces the notion of audience aliena-
tion, suggesting that audiences of commercial media are not only exploited, but also do not control
content and content production. The author sees Facebook asboth means of production and com-
munication, as both a technology and a medium. Facebook would result in the exacerbation of
exploitation and the mitigation of alienation, whereas commercial mass media would be based on
low exploitation and high alienation.

Richard Hall and Bernd Stahl discuss how innovations in the realm of digital technology im-
pact the university. The authors stress that in neoliberal cognitive capitalism, the university has
become an important site of production of surplus value and struggles. The context of the analysis
is the intensified commodification of the university from the start of the current capitalist crisis.
Emerging technologies are increasingly embedded, interconnected, invisible, adaptive, personal-
ized, and pervasive and advance commaodification and fetishization in the university.

William Hebblewhite discusses Raymond Williams’ paper “Means of Communication as a
Means of Production”. The author argues that Williams established a reductionist culturalist con-
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cept of the relation of base and superstructure and maintains that for overcoming the flaws identi-
fied in Williams’ and Marx and Engels’ concepts of base and superstructure, an engagement with
Louis Althusser’s theory is needed. Based on this theoretical framework, the author argues that the
Internet is a means of production and communication and introduces the notion of promunication
(production and communication).

Vincent Manzerolle and Atle Mikkola Kjosen analyse changes in the cycle of capital accumu-
lation that arise due to digitalization. The authors argue that personalization and ubiquitous connec-
tion are two important aspects of contemporary communicative capitalism that have impacted how
the cycle of capital works. They point out that the critical analysis of capitalism and communication
in capitalism should be based on the Marxian cycle of capital accumulation and that digital commu-
nication has resulted in a speed-up of the capital cycle and a facilitation of credit. They argue that
the capital cycle is a communication process.

George Pleios focuses on how to conceptualize Marxist communication theory in the infor-
mation society. He emphasizes that for Marx, communication in capitalism has a commodity aspect
and ideological qualities and that communication is a productive force. Communication is not simp-
ly part of a superstructure, but integrated into class relations and the base. He observes this phe-
nomenon in relation to laissez faire capitalism, monopoly capitalism, and symbolic capitalism. The
convergence of leisure and work would further erase the boundaries between base and superstruc-
ture and between production and communication.

Robert Prey analyses the role of the network concept in contemporary capitalism’s ideological
structures. The author discusses Castells’ analysis of power in the network society, highlighting the
importance Castells gives to exclusion. Drawing on Boltanski and Chiapello, he stresses the prob-
lems of basing social criticism on the network metaphor, especially the lack of focus on class and
exploitation. The author acknowledges the importance of networks in contemporary capitalism and
argues for a combination of this approach with Marx’s theory of exploitation.

Jernej Prodnik discusses the role of the commodity in critical media and communication stud-
ies. He gives an overview of how Marx discussed the notion of the commodity and points out that it
is a category that has been relevant in all of Marx’s works. Related concepts, such as commodity
fetishism and the commaodification of everything, are discussed. The author especially discusses
the role of the commodity in Dallas Smythe’s works and Autonomous Marxism and criticizes con-
temporary criticisms of Smythe’s, especially the points made by Brett Caraway.

Jens Schroéter examines the idea that the Internet would bring about frictionless capitalism. He
stresses that the Internet became popular during the time of neoliberalism and was a technology
into which hopes and ideologies of endless economic growth without crisis were projected. He
stresses that the dot.com crisis of the early years of this century shattered this ideology. The Inter-
net would instead be enmeshed in the contradiction between the forces and relations of production.

Andreas Wittel presents the foundations of a Marxist political economy of digital media that fo-
cuses on the concepts of labour, value, property, and struggle. The author introduces the notion of
digital media as distributed media. He suggests that the means of information production have
become more accessible in the digital age, whereas the capitalist class controls the means of in-
formation distribution. Wittel discusses free online labour, debates about the measurability of labour
in the age of knowledge and digital media, challenges to property that began with file sharing, and
struggles over the digital commons.

2) Marx and ldeology Critique

Pablo Castagno provides a Marxist framework for understanding the development of Argenti-
na’s political system and the role of media and media policies in various stages of this develop-
ment. The author describes how the fascist military junta implemented neoliberalism that was later
deepened by the Menem government (1989-2999). The author shows how political developments
over the years influenced the role of the media in Argentina (fascist media control, neoliberal media
privatization under Menen, Kirchnerismo’s state-commercial nexus for establishing a national cul-
ture industry).

Irfan Erdogan analyses the role of communication in Marx’s work and the role of Marx in com-
munication studies. He conducted an empirical study of the role of Marx and Marxism in communi-
cation journals. He found that Marxian thinking has been systematically distorted and marginalized.
One result is that while mainstream research tends to gently ignore Marx, alternative research tra-
ditions such as Cultural Studies tend to attack Marx and make uninformed claims. Erdogan’s close
study of Marx’s writings shows that Marx considered communication as a crucial means of human
life that has a class character in capitalism.
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Christian Fuchs gives an overview of approaches to Critical Internet Studies and points out
key concepts of this field. He argues that there is an ideological difference and struggle between
“Critical” Cyberculture Studies and Critical Political Economy/Critical Theory of the Internet. He
discusses the role of eleven Marxian concepts for Critical Internet Studies. Marxian concepts that
have been reflected in Critical Internet Studies include: dialectics, capitalism, commodification,
surplus value/exploitation/alienation/class, globalization, ideology, class struggle, commons, public
sphere, communism, and aesthetics.

Christian Garland and Stephen Harper reflect on the role of the critique of neoliberalism and
the critique of capitalism in Media and Communication Studies: They argue that there has been a
shift from a conflict between Marxism and liberalism towards a dominance of liberal pluralism and a
marginalization of Marxism. The critique of capitalism would have been replaced by a critique of
neoliberalism that can be accommodated with liberal pluralism. The authors outline the limits of the
critique of neoliberalism with two examples: the News of the World scandal and discussions about
the causes of the economic crisis.

James McGuigan reviews the debate between Critical Political Economy and Cultural Studies
in light of contemporary changes in capitalism. The author stresses that by criticizing economism,
Cultural Studies has often eliminated economic criticism. He points out the role of “cool” in capitalist
ideology. Consumer culture would be a particularly important expression of cool capitalism. The
“coolness” of communication technology is especially important. The need for a Marxist analysis of
contemporary culture and the media is ascertained in order to understand their ideological and
economic roles.

Brice Nixon discusses the role of dialectical thinking for a critical political economy of the media
and communication. The author argues that consciousness is a crucial issue for a critical political
economy. He emphasizes the role of dialectical thinking for Marx as the foundation for Marx’s op-
position to classical political economy. Nixon points out that a dialectical method can be incorpo-
rated into Critical Media and Communication Studies through engagement with the works of critical
theorists like Georg Lukacs, Herbert Marcuse, Max Horkheimer, Henri Lefebvre, Jean-Paul Sartre,
and Raymond Williams.

Michelle Rodino-Colocino analyses Sarah Palin’s politics and ideology from a Marxist-
Feminist perspective. She argues that as part of the revival of Marxism, a revival of Marxist Femi-
nism is needed. She maintains that there has been insufficient engagement with Marx and Marx’s
ideology concept in Media and Communication Studies. An engagement with Marx’s ideology cri-
tique is needed today in Critical Media and Communication Studies as well as in Feminist Theory.
The author shows how Palin appropriates and inverts the contents of Feminism for her own ideo-
logical political goals that serve anti-feminist purposes.

Gerald Sussman discusses the role of ideology and propaganda in the contemporary capitalist
media economy. He argues that ideology and propaganda have become central productive forces
and that we live in a propaganda society. The author describes the transformation of ideology un-
der the neoliberal regime and in that part of the economy based on unpaid prosumer labour. The
exploitation and surveillance of prosumers makes a Marxist theory of value crucial today. Digital
media environments could also enable collective activities that resist capitalism.

3) Marx and Media Use

Brian A. Brown and Anabel Quan-Haase’s contribution deals with the question of which
methodology is needed for studying the digital labour and digital labour conditions of social media
prosumers. The methodology for the suggested Workers’ Inquiry 2.0 is grounded in Marx’s ques-
tionnaire for the Workers’ Inquiry and the lItalian Autonomist Marxist co-research method. The au-
thors point out with the example of research conducted about Flickr how the methodology of the
Workers’ Inquiry 2.0 works. They point out the importance of artefacts, communities, and produsers
in the Workers’ Inquiry 2.0.

Katarina Giritli Nygren and Katarina L Gidlund analyse the role of alienation in digital culture.
They use Foucault’s concept of pastoral power and Marx’s notion of alienation. The authors draw
on Foucault to describe the pastoral power of digital technology. It is a form of power that creates
the illusion that digital technology allows individuality. Marx’s notion of alienation is applied to the
realm of digital technologies. Today traditional forms of alienation would be accompanied by digital
alienation that is related to consumer culture, individualized self-expressions on platforms like Fa-
cebook, and a commodified Internet.
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4) Marx, Alternative/Socialist Media and Social Struggles

Miriyam Aouragh provides a Marxist perspective on and analysis of social media in the Arab revo-
lutions. The author connects the notion of mediation to Marxian theory and maintains that it is a
connection between base and superstructure. The revolutions are framed in terms of capitalism,
imperialism, and class. The author questions the Western-liberal framing of the revolutions and
social media as Orientalism and presents a model of the revolution that situates social media in an
online-offline dialectic of the revolutions.

Lee Artz analyses how 21° century socialism works in Venezuela and what the role of commu-
nication is in it. The public has the opportunity to discuss and influence all government proposals in
public debates and social services were set up across the country. The author argues that Vene-
zuela is a capitalist state with a socialist government. He analyzes the Venezuelan political econo-
my of the media: More than 80% of the media are commercial in character. Community media and
public service media oppose them. The author shows that Venezuela and Venezuelan media are in
transition and have great potential for socialism.

Peter Ludes discusses the relevance of Marx’s notion of a classless societ}/. Based on a review
of Marx’s use of the term, he draws conclusions about the development of 20" century capitalism.
He argues that the establishment of alternatives requires the networking of projects that start in the
here and now. Ludes suggests updating Marx’s notion of a classless society by engaging with the
works of Norbert Elias. This would especially require taking into account the role of communication
as well as civilizing and decivilizing processes when thinking about how to establish alternatives.

Vincent Mosco argues that the crisis of capitalism has resulted in a renewed interest in Marx
and that it is therefore crucial to engage thoroughly with all of his work and to pay special attention
to how it can help to illuminate a blindspot of Critical Media and Communication Studies, i.e.,
knowledge labour and media practice. He points out the importance of the discussion of infor-
mation and the means of communication in the Grundrisse as well as the significance of Marx’s
journalistic practice as a political calling of considerable relevance for contemporary communication
students and scholars, journalists, and knowledge workers.

Wilhelm Peekhaus analyses the political economy of academic journal publishing. He demon-
strates how the exploitation of the free labour of academics, monopolization and capital concentra-
tion tendencies, and high journal prices coupled with declining library budgets shapes the this in-
dustry. He interprets capitalist academic publishing as a form of primitive accumulation and points
out that open access publishing can pose a viable alternative. Open access would however have
today certain limits that could only be overcome by an anti-capitalist open access movement that
questions the capitalist character of academic publishing.

Sebastian Sevignani analyses the alternative social networking site Diaspora* in the context of
discussions about privacy in capitalism. He stresses its connections to the free software movement
and describes the origins of the privacy concept and its connections to the idea of private property.
The author engages with the Marxist critique of the privacy concept, which has often been ignored
by Marxist thinkers, and outlines the foundations of a socialist alternative. He applies this analysis
to the case of Diaspora®.

Padmaja Shaw analyses the role of Marx’s works on the press for contemporary politics in In-
dia. The author discusses the relevance of three aspects of Marx’s works on the press: freedom of
speech and censorship, the press as a part of free trade, and the role of media in bourgeois de-
mocracies. He stresses that on the one hand, there is a broad diffusion of left-wing voices in the
Indian press and that, on the other hand, censorship and repression against the Left and Left jour-
nalism reign in the insurgent Red Corridor areas. The institutionalized Left would benefit by reflect-
ing on Marx’s press politics to better respond to this situation.

This special issue shows the importance of Marxist theory for Critical Media and Communication
Studies today. It makes clear that Media and Communication Studies should not just be critical in
character, but that we need a Marxist Theory and Marxist Studies of Media and Communication
today. The interest in and quality of this special issue as well as the large interest in other related
activities in Marxist Communication Studies (as e.g. the 4™ |CTs and Society Conference: Critique,
Democracy and Philosophy in 21% Century Information Society. Towards Critical Theories of Social
Media. Uppsala University. May 2".4" 2012. See: Fuchs 2012; and see also: http://www.icts-and-
society.net/events/uppsala2012/), especially among PhD students and younger scholars, shows
that Marx is back. The deep interest in Marx’s works shows the unease about capitalism and capi-
talist communications and the desire for alternatives.
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Abstract: This paper introduces the overall framework for tripleC’s special issue “Marx is Back. The Importance of Marxist
Theory and Research for Critical Communication Studies Today”. We point out why there is a return of the interest in Marx
(“Marx is back”) and why Marxian analysis is important for Critical Communication Studies today. We also provide a classifi-
cation of Marxian dimensions of the critical analysis of media and communication and discuss why commonly held prejudic-
es against what Marx said about society, media, and communication are wrong. The special issue shows the importance of
Marxist theory and research for Critical Communication Studies today.
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* “Marx is fashionable again,’ declares Jorn Schutrumpf, head of the Berlin publishing house Dietz,
which brings out the works of Marx and his collaborator Friedrich Engels. Sales have trebled - albe-
it from a pretty low level - since 2005 and have soared since the summer. [...] The Archbishop of
Canterbury, Rowan Williams, gave him a decent review last month: ‘Marx long ago observed the
way in which unbridled capitalism became a kind of mythology, ascribing reality, power and agency
to things that had no life in themselves.’ Even the Pope has put in a good word for the old atheist -
praising his ‘great analytical skill”. (The Times, Financial crisis gives added capital to Marx’s writ-
ings. October 20, 2008)

* “No one claims that we're all Marxists now but | do think the old boy deserves some credit for
noticing that ‘it's the economy, stupid’ and that many of the apparently omniscient titans who as-
cend the commanding heights of the economy are not so much stupid as downright imbecilic, driv-
en by a mad exploitative greed that threatens us all. Marx's work is not holy writ, despite the striv-
ings of some disciples to present it as such” (The Evening Standard, Was Marx Right All Along?.
March 30, 2009).

* “Karl Marx is back. That, at least, is the verdict of publishers and bookshops in Germany who say
that his works are flying off the shelves” (The Guardian, Booklovers Turn to Karl Marx as Financial
Crisis Bites in Germany. October 15, 2008).

* “Policy makers struggling to understand the barrage of financial panics, protests and other ills
afflicting the world would do well to study the works of a long-dead economist: Karl Marx. The
sooner they recognize we’re facing a once-in-a-lifetime crisis of capitalism, the better equipped
they will be to manage a way out of it” (Bloomberg Business Week, Give Karl Marx a Chance to
Save the World Economy. August 28, 2011).

* Time Magazine showed Marx on its cover on February 2™ 2009, and asked in respect to the
crisis: “What would Marx think?” In the cover story, Marx was presented as the saviour of capital-
ism and was thereby mutilated beyond recognition: "Rethinking Marx. As we work out how to save
capitalism, it’s worth studying the system’s greatest critic* (Time Magazine Europe, February 2
2009).

These news clippings indicate that with the new global crisis of capitalism, we seem to have en-
tered new Marxian times. That there is suddenly a surging interest in Karl Marx’s work is an indica-
tion for the persistence of capitalism, class conflicts, and crisis. At the same time, the bourgeois
press tries to limit Marx and to stifle his theory by interpreting Marx as the new saviour of capital-
ism. One should remember that he was not only a brilliant analyst of capitalism, he was also the
strongest critic of capitalism in his time: “In short, the Communists everywhere support every revo-
lutionary movement against the existing social and political order of things. In all these movements,
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they bring to the front, as the leading question in each, the property question, no matter what its
degree of development at the time. Finally, they labour everywhere for the union and agreement of
the democratic parties of all countries. The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims.
They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing
social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic revolution. The proletarians have
nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win. Proletarians of all lands unite!” (Marx
and Engels 1848/2004, 94).

In 1977, Dallas Smythe published his seminal article Communications: Blindspot of Western
Marxism (Smythe 1977), in which he argued that Western Marxism had not given enough attention
to the complex role of communications in capitalism. 35 years have passed and the rise of neolib-
eralism resulted in a turn away from an interest in social class and capitalism. Instead, it became
fashionable to speak of globalization, postmodernism, and, with the fall of Communism, even the
end of history. In essence, Marxism became the blindspot of all social science. Marxist academics
were marginalized and it was increasingly career threatening for a young academic to take an ex-
plicitly Marxist approach to social analysis.

The declining interest in Marx and Marxism is visualized in Figure 1 showing the number of arti-
cles in the Social Sciences Citation Index that contain one of the keywords Marx, Marxist, or Marx-
ism in the article topic description and were published in the five time periods 1968-1977, 1978-
1987, 1988-1997, 1998-2007, 2008-2011. Choosing these periods allows one to determine if there
has been a change since the start of the new capitalist crisis in 2008 and also makes sense be-
cause social upheavals in 1968 marked a break that also transformed academia.

Topic Search for "Marx or Marxist or Marxism" in SSCI

(Feb 26, 2012)
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Figure 1: Articles published about Marx and Marxism that are listed in the Social Sciences Citation
Index

Figure 1 shows that there was a relatively large academic article output about Marx in the period
1978-1987 (2752). Given that the number of articles published increases historically, interest in the
period 1968-1977 also seems to have been high. One can observe a clear contraction of the output
about articles focusing on Marx in the periods 1988-1997 (1716) and 1998-2007 (1248). Given the
earlier increase of published articles, this contraction is even more pronounced. This period has
also been the time of the intensification of neoliberalism, the commodification of everything (includ-
ing public service communication in many countries), and a strong turn towards postmodernism
and culturalism in the social sciences. One can see that the annual average number of articles
published about Marxism in the period 2008-2011 (247.5) has increased in comparisons to the
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periods 1988-2007 (125 per year) and 1988-1997 (172 per year). This circumstance is an empirical
indicator for a renewed interest in Marx and Marxism in the social sciences most likely an effect of
the new capitalist crisis. The question is whether and how this interest can be sustained and mate-
rialized in institutional transformations.

Due to the rising income gap between the rich and the poor, widespread precarious labour, and
the new global capitalist crisis, neoliberalism is no longer seen as common sense. The dark side of
capitalism, with its rising levels of class conflict, is now recognized worldwide. Eagleton (2011)
notes that never has a thinker been so travestied as Marx and demonstrates that the core of Marx’s
work runs contrary to common prejudices about his work. But since the start of the global capitalist
crisis in 2008, a considerable scholarly interest in the works of Marx has taken root. Moreover,
Zizek (2010) argues that the recent world economic crisis has resulted in a renewed interest in the
Marxian critique of political economy.

Communism is not a condition in a distant future, it is rather present in the desires for alterna-
tives expressed in struggles against the poverty in resources, ownership, wealth, literacy, food,
housing, social security, self-determination, equality, participation, expression, healthcare, access,
etc. caused by a system of global stratification that benefits some at the expense of many. It exists
wherever people resist capitalism and create autonomous spaces. Communism is “not a state of
affairs which is to be established, an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself”, but rather “the
real movement which abolishes the present state of things” (Marx and Engels 1844, 57). It is a
revolution of the propertyless, by those who do not own the economy, politics, culture, nature,
themselves, their bodies, their minds, their knowledge, technology, etc. Communism needs spaces
for materializing itself as a movement. The contemporary names of these spaces are not Face-
book, YouTube or Twitter, but rather Tahrir Square, Syntagma Square, Puerta del Sol, Plaga Cata-
lunya, and Zuccotti Park. The context of contemporary struggles is the large-scale colonization of
the world by capitalism. A different world is necessary, but whether it can be created is uncertain
and only determined by the outcome of struggles.

The capitalist crisis and the resulting struggles against the poverty of everything are the context
for this special issue. We have set ourselves the aim to contribute with this issue to the discussion
about the relevance of Marx for analyzing communication and knowledge in contemporary capital-
ism.

Robert McChesney (2007, 235f, fn 35) has accurately noted that while Marx has been studied
by communication scholars, “no one has read Marx systematically to tease out the notion of com-
munication in its varied manifestations”. He also notes that he can imagine that Marx had things to
say on communication that are of considerable importance. The task of this special issue is to con-
tribute to overcoming this lack of systematic reading of Marx on communication and media.

The articles in this issue, especially in the variety of topics grounded in Marxist theory and
Marx’s works, makes clear that Baudrillard was wrong to claim that “the Marxist theory of produc-
tion is irredeemable partial, and cannot be generalized” to culture and the media and in also incor-
rect to insist that “the theory of production (the dialectical chaining of contradictions linked to the
development of productive forces) is strictly homogenous with its object — material production - and
is non-transferable, as a postulate or theoretical framework, to contents that were never given for it
in the first place" (Baudrillard 1981, 214). Marshall McLuhan (1964/2001, 41) was wrong when he
argued that Marx and his followers did not “understand the dynamics of the new media of commu-
nication”. The special issue of tripleC on “Marx is Back: The Importance of Marxist Theory and
Research for Critical Communication Studies Today“ demonstrates the enormous importance of
Marx’s theory for Critical Communication Studies today. If one wants to critically study communica-
tion and to use that research for social change, then the work of Marx provides an essential build-
ing block. Moreover, the articles maintain that to critically examine communication we need to en-
gage with the analysis and critique of capitalism, class, exploitation and with practical struggles for
emancipation.

Our Call for Papers asked these questions:

* What is Marxist Media and Communication Studies? Why is it needed today? What are the
main assumptions, legacies, tasks, methods and categories of Marxist Media and Communication
Studies and how do they relate to Karl Marx’s theory? What are the different types of Marxist Me-
dia/Communication Studies, how do they differ, what are their commonalities?

* What is the role of Karl Marx’s theory in different fields, subfields and approaches of Media
and Communication Studies? How have the role, status, and importance of Marx’s theory for Media
and Communication Studies evolved historically, especially since the 1960s?

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.



130 Christian Fuchs and Vincent Mosco

* In addition to his work as a theorist and activist, Marx was a practicing journalist throughout his
career. What can we learn from his journalism about the practice of journalism today, about journal-
ism theory, journalism education and alternative media?

* What have been the structural conditions, limits and problems for conducting Marxian-inspired
Media and Communication Research and for carrying out university teaching in the era of neoliber-
alism? What are actual or potential effects of the new capitalist crisis on these conditions?

* What is the relevance of Marxian thinking in an age of capitalist crisis for analyzing the role of
media and communication in society?

* How can the Marxian notions of class, class struggle, surplus value, exploitation, commodi-
ty/commodification, alienation, globalization, labour, capitalism, militarism and war, ideolo-
gyl/ideology critique, fetishism, and communism best be used for analyzing, transforming and criti-
cizing the role of media, knowledge production and communication in contemporary capitalism?

* How are media, communication, and information addressed in Marx’s work?

* What are commonalities and differences between contemporary approaches in the interpreta-
tion of Marx’s analyses of media, communication, knowledge, knowledge labour and technology?

* What is the role of dialectical philosophy and dialectical analysis as epistemological and meth-
odological tools for Marxian-inspired Media and Communication Studies?

* What were central assumptions of Marx about media, communication, information, knowledge
production, culture and how can these insights be used today for the critical analysis of capitalism?

* What is the relevance of Marx’s work for an understanding of social media?

* Which of Marx’s works can best be used today to theorize media and communication? Why
and how?

* Terry Eagleton (2011) maintains that the 10 most commonly held prejudices against Marx are
wrong. What prejudices against Marx can be found in Media and Communication Studies today?
What have been the consequences of such prejudices? How can they best be contested? Are
there continuities and/or discontinuities in prejudice against Marx in light of the new capitalist cri-
sis?

A Marxist theory of communication should “demonstrate how communication and culture are mate-
rial practices, how labor and language are mutually constituted, and how communication and in-
formation are dialectical instances of the same social activity, the social construction of meaning.
Situating these tasks within a larger framework of understanding power and resistance would place
communication directly into the flow of a Marxian tradition that remains alive and relevant today”
(Mosco 2009, 44). A Marxist theory of communication sees communication in relation to capitalism,
“placing in the foreground the analysis of capitalism, including the development of the forces and
relations of production, commaodification and the production of surplus value, social class divisions
and struggles, contradictions and oppositional movements” (Mosco 2009, 94). Marxist Media and
Communication Studies are not only relevant now, but have been so for a long time because com-
munication has always been embedded into structures of inequality in class societies. With the rise
of neoliberalism, Marxist communication theory has suffered a setback because it had become
common to marginalise and discriminate against Marxist scholarship (see the contribution by Irfan
Erdogan in this special issue) and to replace Marxism with postmodernism. So Marx was always
relevant, but being Marxist and practicing Marxism were always difficult, in part because Marxist
studies lacked a solid institutional base. What we can see today is a rising interest in Marx’s work.
The question is whether it will be possible to channel this interest into institutional transformations
that challenge the predominant administrative character of media institutions and strengthen the
institutionalization of critical studies of communication.

We can summarize the following areas of production, usage, and effects of media as they are
found in Marx’s works (for a detailed discussion of Marx on media communication in capitalism and
explanation of a theoretical model, see: Fuchs 2010, 2011).

In commodity production:

¢ Specific: Media technology as rationalization technology in the media industry

¢ Specific: The process of capital concentration and centralization in the media sector

¢ Specific: The production of media capital, knowledge workers as wage labourers in media cor-
porations

¢ General: Communication technologies for the spatial and temporal co-ordination of production
in order to reduce constant and variable capital shares

¢ General: Communication technologies as means for the spatial expansion of capitalist produc-
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In commodity circulation:
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Specific: Transmission technologies as means of accumulating media infrastructure capital
Specific: Media as carriers of advertisements
General: Communication technologies as means for reducing the circulation and turnover time

of capital

General: Media as means and outcomes of the globalization of world trade
General: Media as means of the spatial centralization of capital

In the circulation and reception of ideas:

Media as carriers and circulators of ideologies

In the production, circulation, and reception of alternative media:

Alternative media that are alternatively produced, distributed, and interpreted and function as
means of class struggle and means of circulation of critical ideas

Circulation Production Circulation Consumption
M - C (Mp, P cC-w
L)

Media Technology as
Means of Rationalization:
SN

The process of capital
concentration and centrali-
zation in the realm of the
media

Knowledge workers as wage labourers in
media corporations

Media as means of inter-organizational cor-
porate communication and co-ordination: v|, c|

Media for the spatial distribut

ion and extension of capitalism

Media as carriers of ad-
vertisements

Transmission media as
forms of capital

Media and trade globali-
zation

Media and spatial cen-
tralization of capital

ideologies

Media as carriers & diffusion channels of

Alternative media as negating forces in media production, circulation, and consumption

Table 1: A systematic account of the role of media in the Marxian circuit of capital.

The model in figure 1 summarizes the connection of four aspects of the media, i.e., four roles of the
media in the capitalist economy:
1) the commodity form of the media,

2)
3)
4)

the ideological form of the media,
media reception, and
alternative media.
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It focuses on the role of the media in the production, circulation, and consumption processes of the
economy, not on the relations to the political system (state, civil society, laws, etc.) and cultural
institutions (education, family, religion, etc.). Capital accumulation within the media sphere takes
place in both the media content sphere and the media infrastructure sphere. These two realms
together form the sphere of media capital. The Marxian circuit of capital is shown for each of the
two realms, which indicates that they are oriented to capital accumulation.

The commodity hypothesis can be visualized as the following processes that are shown in fig-
ure 1: vertical and horizontal integration, media concentration, media convergence, media globali-
zation, the integration of media capital and other types of capital, the rationalization of production,
the globalization of production, circulation, and trade, and intra-company communication, advertis-
ing and marketing. The production of media content and the production of media technologies are
shown as two different systems. They both belong to the media industry, but create different prod-
ucts. Processes of vertical integration make the boundaries between the two systems fuzzy. Con-
centration processes and horizontal integration, which are inherent features of capital accumula-
tion, shape each of the two spheres. Media convergence is a specific feature of media infrastruc-
ture capital. The two realms together are factors that influence the globalization of the culture in-
dustry. The realm of the economy that is shown at the bottom right of figure 1 represents capital
accumulation in non-media industries and services. It is partly integrated with the media sector due
to corporate integration processes. Media technologies advance the rationalization of production in
this realm as well as in the media content industry. Furthermore, they advance the globalization of
production, circulation, and trade. These globalization processes are also factors that, in return,
promote the development of new media technologies. Media technologies are also used for intra-
company communication. Rationalization, globalization, and intra-company communication are
processes that aim at maximizing profits by decreasing the investment cost of capital (both con-
stant and variable) and by advancing relative surplus value production (more production in less
time). The media content industry is important for advertising and marketing commaodities in the
circulation process of commodities, which is at the same time the realization process of capital in
which surplus value is transformed into money profit.

The ideology hypothesis is visualized in figure 1 by media content capital and its relation to re-
cipients. Media content that creates false consciousness is considered as ideological content. Me-
dia content depends on reception. The reception hypothesis is visualized in the lower left part of
figure 1. Reception is the realm wherein ideologies are reproduced and potentially challenged.

Alternative media is a sphere that challenges the capitalist media industry. The alternative me-
dia hypothesis is visualized in figure 1 by a separate domain that stands for alternative ways of
organizing and producing media whose aim is to create critical content that challenges capitalism.
Media content depends on reception. Five forms of reception are distinguished in the left lower left
part of figure 1. Reception is the realm where ideologies are reproduced and potentially challenged.
In some types and parts of media content capital, capital is accumulated by selling the audience, at
a rate determined by its demographic characteristics, as a commodity to advertising clients. Dallas
Smythe (1977) spoke in this context of the audience commodity. As advertising profits are not a
general feature of all media capital, there is a dotted line in figure 1 that signifies the audience
commodity. In recent times, recipients have increasingly become an active audience that produces
content and technologies, which does not imply a democratisation of the media, but mainly a new
form of exploitation of audiences and users.
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Figure 1: The processes of media production, circulation, and consumption in the capitalist economy.

The use value of media and media technologies lies primarily in their capacity to provide infor-
mation, enable communication, and advance the creation of culture. In capitalist society, use value
is dominated by the exchange value of products, which become commodities. When the media
take on commodity form, their use value only becomes available for consumers through exchanges
that accumulate money capital in the hands of capitalists. Media and technologies as concrete
products represent the use value side of information and communication, whereas the monetary
price of the media represents the exchange value side of information and communication. The
commodity hypothesis addresses the exchange value aspect of the media. The ideology hypothe-
sis shows how the dominance of the use value of the media by exchange value creates a role for
the media in the legitimatization and reproduction of domination. The two hypotheses are connect-
ed through the contradictory double character of media as use values and as exchange values.
The media as commodities are in relation to money use values that can realize their exchange
value, i.e., their price, in money form. Money is an exchange value in relation to the media. It real-
izes its use value — i.e. that it is a general equivalent of exchange — in media commodities. Con-
sumers are interested in the use value aspect of media and technology, whereas capitalists are
interested in the exchange value aspect that helps them to accumulate money capital. The use
value of media and technology only becomes available to consumers through complex processes
in which capitalists exchange the commodities they control with money. This means that the use
value of media and technology is only possible through the exchange value that they have in rela-
tion to money. Commaodification is a basic process that underlies media and technology in capital-
ism. Use value and exchange value are “bilateral polar opposites” (MEW 13, 72) of media and
technology in capitalist society. By the time media and technology reach consumers, they have
taken on commodity form and are therefore likely to have ideological characteristics. The sphere of
alternative media challenges the commodity character of the media. It aims at a reversal so that
use value becomes the dominant feature of media and technology by the sublation of their ex-
change value. Processes of alternative reception transcend the ideological character of the media
— the recipients are empowered in questioning the commodified character of the world in which
they live.
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Marx’s analysis of the media in capitalism visualized in figure 1 can be summarized in the form
of four major dimensions. The articles in this special issue are ordered along this categorization of
the role of the media in capitalism.

1) Media and commodities:

capital accumulation, media technology industry, media content industry/cultural industry, digital
media industry, media and financialization, media and globalization, audience commaodification,
media concentration, media convergence, etc

2) Media and ideology:

media manipulation, media propaganda filters, advertising, public relations, commodity marketing,
cultural imperialism, etc

3) Media reception and use:

ideological reception, critical reception, critical media use, etc

4) Alternative media:

alternative media production spheres, alternative public spheres, media and social struggles, etc

The published and submitted contributions are predominantly in the areas of media and com-
modification, media and ideology, and alternative media. Media reception studies are not as well
represented. This means that topics like the audiences’ interpretation of reality TV, popular music,
soap operas, sports, movies, quiz shows, or computer games are not so important for most con-
temporary Marxist media and communication scholars in comparison to topics like the exploitation
of free labour on the Internet, the commaodification of research and education, Internet ideologies,
socialist struggles about the role of the media in various countries, the marginalization and discrim-
ination of Marxists and Marxism in Media and Communication Studies, capitalist crisis and the me-
dia, communication labour, critical journalism, the socialist open access publishing, or alternative
social networking sites (which are only some of the topics addressed in this special issue). This
demonstrates three key points:

* In the current situation of capitalist crisis and exploding inequality, a focus on political econo-
my topics, class struggle issues, the role of alternatives seems to be more important than the focus
on cultural studies topics (like fan culture) that can easily be accommodated into capitalist interests
and do not deal with the pressing problems such as precarious living conditions and inequalities in
the world.

* Classical audience studies has to a certain extent been transformed into the study of the polit-
ical economy of mediated play labour and media prosumption, which is an area in which the study
of production, consumption and advertising converge. Marxist Media and Communication Studies
have, as this special issue shows, welcomed this convergence and related topics have become an
important topic of this approach. An important implication of this development is that the classical
criticism that Marxist Media and Communication Studies is not particularly interested in reception
and media consumption does not hold because the issue has been taken up to a great degree with
the rise of consumption becoming productive, a development that has been started by the audi-
ence commodification typical of the broadcasting area and lifted to a new dimension of analysis by
the rise of Internet prosumption.

* There is a pressing need for engaging with Marx and the critique of class and capitalism in or-
der to interpret and change the contemporary world and contemporary media. Our published pa-
pers show a deep engagement with and care about Marx’s theory and it is natural that they do not
align themselves with research streams that are critical of or ignore Marxist studies. They are pre-
dominantly grounded in Critical Political Economy and Critical Theory.

The 28 papers published in this special issue show the crucial relevance of Marx today for com-
ing to grips with the world we live in, the struggles that can and should be fought, and the role of
the media in capitalism, in struggles against it, and in building alternatives. It is encouraging to see
that there is a growing number of scholars, who make use of Marx’s works in Media and Communi-
cation Studies today. Whereas Marx was always relevant, this relevance has especially not been
acknowledged in Media and Communication Studies in recent years. It was rather common to mis-
interpret and misunderstand Marx, which partly came also from a misreading of his works or from
outright ignorance of his works. Terry Eagleton (2011) discusses ten common prejudices against
Marx and Marxism and shows why Marx was right and why these prejudices are wrong. We have
added to the following overview a media and communication dimension to each prejudice. This
communication dimensions point towards common prejudices against Marx within Media and
Communication Studies. The papers in this special issue show that these prejudices are wrong and
that using Marx and Marxian concepts in Media and Communication Studies is an important and
pressing task today. As a summary of the results provided by the papers in this special issue, we
counter each of the anti-Marxian prejudices with a counter-claim that is grounded in the analyses
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presented in this special issue that show the importance of Marx for understanding society and the
media critically.

1a) Marxist Outdatedness!

Marxism is old-fashioned and not suited for a post-industrial society.

1b) Marxist Topicality!

In order to adequately and critically understand communication in society, we need Marx.

2a) Marxist Repression!

Marxism may sound good in theory, but in practice it can only result in terror, tyranny and mass
murder. The feasibility of a socialist society and socialist media are illusionary.

2b) Capitalist Repression!

Capitalism neither sounds like a good idea/theory nor does it work in practice, as the reality of
large-scale inequality, global war, and environmental devestation shows. The feasibility of social-
ism and socialist media arises out of the crises of capitalism.

3a) Marxism = Determinism!

Marx believed in deterministic laws of history and the automatic end of capitalism that would also
entail the automatic end of capitalist media.

3b) Marxism = Dialectics and Complexity!

Marxian and Hegelian dialectics allow us to see the history of society and the media as being
shaped by structural conditioning and open-ended struggles and a dialectic of structure and agen-

cy.

4a) Marxist Do-Goodism!

Marx had a naive picture of humanity’s goodness and ignored that humans are naturally selfish,
acquisitive, aggressive and competitive. The media industry is therefore necessarily based on profit
and competition; otherwise it cannot work.

4b) Capitalist Wickedness!

The logic of individualism, egoism, profit maximization, and competition has been tried and tested
under neoliberal capitalism, which has also transformed the media landscape and made it more
unequal.

5a) Marxist Reductionism!

Marx and Marxism reduce all cultural and political phenomena to the economy. They do not have
an understanding of non-economic aspects of the media and communication.

5b) Marxist Complexity!

Contemporary developments show that the economy in capitalism is not determining, but a special
system that results in the circumstance that all phenomena under capitalism, which includes all
media phenomena, have class aspects and are dialectically related to class. Class is a necessary,
although certainly not sufficient condition for explaining phenomena of contemporary society.

6a) Marxist Anti-Humanism!

Marx had no interests in religion and ethics and reduced consciousness to matter. He therefore
paved the way for the anti-humanism of Stalin and others. Marxism cannot ground media ethics.
6b) Marxist Humanism!

Marx was a deep humanist and communism was for him practical humanism, class struggle practi-
cal ethics. His theory was deeply ethical and normative. Critical Political Economy of the Media
necessarily includes a critical ethics of the media.

7a) The Outdatedness of Class!

Marxism’s obsession with class is outdated. Today, the expansion of knowledge work is removing
all class barriers.

7b) The Importance of Class!

High socio-economic inequality at all levels of societal organisation is indicative of the circumstance
that contemporary society is first and foremost a multi-levelled class society. Knowledge work is no
homogenous category, but rather a class-structured space that includes internal class relations and
stratification patterns (both a manager and a precariously employed call centre agent or data entry
clerk are knowledge workers)
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8a) Marxists Oppose Democracy!

Marxists favour violent revolution and oppose peaceful reform and democracy. They do not accept
the important role of the media for democracy.

8b) Socialism=Democracy!

Capitalism has a history of human rights violations, structural violence, and warfare. In the realm of
the media, there is a capitalist history of media support for anti-democratic goals. Marxism is a
demand for peace, democracy, and democratic media. Marx in his own journalistic writings and
practice struggled for free speech, and end to censorship, democratic journalism and democratic
media.

9a) Marxist Dictatorship!

Marxism’s logic is the logic of the party that results in the logic of the state and the installation of
monstrous dictators that control, monitor, manipulate and censor the media.

9b) Capitalist Dictatorship!

Capitalism installs a monstrous economic dictatorship that controls, monitors, manipulates and
censors the media by economic and ideological means. Marxism’s logic is one of a well-rounded
humanity fostering conditions that enable people to be active in many pursuits and includes the
view that everyone can become a journalist.

10a) Non-class-oriented New Social Movements!

New social movements (feminism, environmentalism, gay rights, peace movement, youth move-
ment, etc) have left class and Marxism behind. Struggles for alternative media are related to the
new social movements, not to class struggles.

10b) Class-oriented New New Social Movements!

The new movements resulting from the current crisis (like the Occupy movement) as well as recent
movements for democratic globalization are movements of movements that are bound together by
deep concern for inequality and class. Contemporary struggles are class struggles that make use
of a multitude of alternative media.

1) Marx, the Media, Commodities, and Capital Accumulation

Nicole Cohen analyses the exploitation of freelancers in the cultural industries. She does not
share the analysis that cultural work is beyond Marxian analysis, but rather argues that one needs
Marx’s theory for understanding precarious cultural labour. She maintains that cultural work in
capitalism should not be separated analytically from the capitalism’s universal structures of exploi-
tation and from other forms of work. Moreover, exploitation and class are at the heart of labour
process theory that remains well suited for understanding labour today. Concretely, she explores
the role of unpaid and precarious labour in journalism.

Mattias Ekman discusses the role of the media and communication in capitalism’s primitive ac-
cumulation. The author presents three examples: 1) The Swedish media representation of the
global justice movement has focused on describing single acts of actual or potential violence and
has rather ignored the political goals and causes of the struggles. 2) Swedish media and politicians
presented the privatization of the Swedish telecommunication company Telia as an opportunity for
the public to buy “people’s shares”. 3) The role of dispossession and violence in the commodifica-
tion of users and their labour on social networking sites like Facebook.

Eran Fisher analyses the role of alienation and exploitation in audience commodification on
Facebook. Building on the work of Jhally and Smythe, he introduces the notion of audience aliena-
tion, suggesting that audiences of commercial media are not only exploited, but also do not control
content and content production. The author sees Facebook asboth means of production and com-
munication, as both a technology and a medium. Facebook would result in the exacerbation of
exploitation and the mitigation of alienation, whereas commercial mass media would be based on
low exploitation and high alienation.

Richard Hall and Bernd Stahl discuss how innovations in the realm of digital technology im-
pact the university. The authors stress that in neoliberal cognitive capitalism, the university has
become an important site of production of surplus value and struggles. The context of the analysis
is the intensified commodification of the university from the start of the current capitalist crisis.
Emerging technologies are increasingly embedded, interconnected, invisible, adaptive, personal-
ized, and pervasive and advance commodification and fetishization in the university.

William Hebblewhite discusses Raymond Williams’ paper “Means of Communication as a
Means of Production”. The author argues that Williams established a reductionist culturalist con-

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.



tripleC 10(2): 127-140, 2012 137

cept of the relation of base and superstructure and maintains that for overcoming the flaws identi-
fied in Williams’ and Marx and Engels’ concepts of base and superstructure, an engagement with
Louis Althusser’s theory is needed. Based on this theoretical framework, the author argues that the
Internet is a means of production and communication and introduces the notion of promunication
(production and communication).

Vincent Manzerolle and Atle Mikkola Kjgsen analyse changes in the cycle of capital accumu-
lation that arise due to digitalization. The authors argue that personalization and ubiquitous connec-
tion are two important aspects of contemporary communicative capitalism that have impacted how
the cycle of capital works. They point out that the critical analysis of capitalism and communication
in capitalism should be based on the Marxian cycle of capital accumulation and that digital commu-
nication has resulted in a speed-up of the capital cycle and a facilitation of credit. They argue that
the capital cycle is a communication process.

George Pleios focuses on how to conceptualize Marxist communication theory in the infor-
mation society. He emphasizes that for Marx, communication in capitalism has a commodity aspect
and ideological qualities and that communication is a productive force. Communication is not simp-
ly part of a superstructure, but integrated into class relations and the base. He observes this phe-
nomenon in relation to laissez faire capitalism, monopoly capitalism, and symbolic capitalism. The
convergence of leisure and work would further erase the boundaries between base and superstruc-
ture and between production and communication.

Robert Prey analyses the role of the network concept in contemporary capitalism’s ideological
structures. The author discusses Castells’ analysis of power in the network society, highlighting the
importance Castells gives to exclusion. Drawing on Boltanski and Chiapello, he stresses the prob-
lems of basing social criticism on the network metaphor, especially the lack of focus on class and
exploitation. The author acknowledges the importance of networks in contemporary capitalism and
argues for a combination of this approach with Marx’s theory of exploitation.

Jernej Prodnik discusses the role of the commodity in critical media and communication stud-
ies. He gives an overview of how Marx discussed the notion of the commodity and points out that it
is a category that has been relevant in all of Marx’s works. Related concepts, such as commodity
fetishism and the commodification of everything, are discussed. The author especially discusses
the role of the commodity in Dallas Smythe’s works and Autonomous Marxism and criticizes con-
temporary criticisms of Smythe’s, especially the points made by Brett Caraway.

Jens Schroter examines the idea that the Internet would bring about frictionless capitalism. He
stresses that the Internet became popular during the time of neoliberalism and was a technology
into which hopes and ideologies of endless economic growth without crisis were projected. He
stresses that the dot.com crisis of the early years of this century shattered this ideology. The Inter-
net would instead be enmeshed in the contradiction between the forces and relations of production.

Andreas Wittel presents the foundations of a Marxist political economy of digital media that fo-
cuses on the concepts of labour, value, property, and struggle. The author introduces the notion of
digital media as distributed media. He suggests that the means of information production have
become more accessible in the digital age, whereas the capitalist class controls the means of in-
formation distribution. Wittel discusses free online labour, debates about the measurability of labour
in the age of knowledge and digital media, challenges to property that began with file sharing, and
struggles over the digital commons.

2) Marx and Ideology Critique

Pablo Castagno provides a Marxist framework for understanding the development of Argenti-
na’s political system and the role of media and media policies in various stages of this develop-
ment. The author describes how the fascist military junta implemented neoliberalism that was later
deepened by the Menem government (1989-2999). The author shows how political developments
over the years influenced the role of the media in Argentina (fascist media control, neoliberal media
privatization under Menen, Kirchnerismo’s state-commercial nexus for establishing a national cul-
ture industry).

Irfan Erdogan analyses the role of communication in Marx’s work and the role of Marx in com-
munication studies. He conducted an empirical study of the role of Marx and Marxism in communi-
cation journals. He found that Marxian thinking has been systematically distorted and marginalized.
One result is that while mainstream research tends to gently ignore Marx, alternative research tra-
ditions such as Cultural Studies tend to attack Marx and make uninformed claims. Erdogan’s close
study of Marx’s writings shows that Marx considered communication as a crucial means of human
life that has a class character in capitalism.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.
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Christian Fuchs gives an overview of approaches to Critical Internet Studies and points out
key concepts of this field. He argues that there is an ideological difference and struggle between
“Critical” Cyberculture Studies and Critical Political Economy/Critical Theory of the Internet. He
discusses the role of eleven Marxian concepts for Critical Internet Studies. Marxian concepts that
have been reflected in Critical Internet Studies include: dialectics, capitalism, commodification,
surplus value/exploitation/alienation/class, globalization, ideology, class struggle, commons, public
sphere, communism, and aesthetics.

Christian Garland and Stephen Harper reflect on the role of the critique of neoliberalism and
the critique of capitalism in Media and Communication Studies: They argue that there has been a
shift from a conflict between Marxism and liberalism towards a dominance of liberal pluralism and a
marginalization of Marxism. The critique of capitalism would have been replaced by a critique of
neoliberalism that can be accommodated with liberal pluralism. The authors outline the limits of the
critique of neoliberalism with two examples: the News of the World scandal and discussions about
the causes of the economic crisis.

James McGuigan reviews the debate between Critical Political Economy and Cultural Studies
in light of contemporary changes in capitalism. The author stresses that by criticizing economism,
Cultural Studies has often eliminated economic criticism. He points out the role of “cool” in capitalist
ideology. Consumer culture would be a particularly important expression of cool capitalism. The
“coolness” of communication technology is especially important. The need for a Marxist analysis of
contemporary culture and the media is ascertained in order to understand their ideological and
economic roles.

Brice Nixon discusses the role of dialectical thinking for a critical political economy of the media
and communication. The author argues that consciousness is a crucial issue for a critical political
economy. He emphasizes the role of dialectical thinking for Marx as the foundation for Marx’s op-
position to classical political economy. Nixon points out that a dialectical method can be incorpo-
rated into Critical Media and Communication Studies through engagement with the works of critical
theorists like Georg Lukacs, Herbert Marcuse, Max Horkheimer, Henri Lefebvre, Jean-Paul Sartre,
and Raymond Williams.

Michelle Rodino-Colocino analyses Sarah Palin’s politics and ideology from a Marxist-
Feminist perspective. She argues that as part of the revival of Marxism, a revival of Marxist Femi-
nism is needed. She maintains that there has been insufficient engagement with Marx and Marx’s
ideology concept in Media and Communication Studies. An engagement with Marx’s ideology cri-
tique is needed today in Critical Media and Communication Studies as well as in Feminist Theory.
The author shows how Palin appropriates and inverts the contents of Feminism for her own ideo-
logical political goals that serve anti-feminist purposes.

Gerald Sussman discusses the role of ideology and propaganda in the contemporary capitalist
media economy. He argues that ideology and propaganda have become central productive forces
and that we live in a propaganda society. The author describes the transformation of ideology un-
der the neoliberal regime and in that part of the economy based on unpaid prosumer labour. The
exploitation and surveillance of prosumers makes a Marxist theory of value crucial today. Digital
media environments could also enable collective activities that resist capitalism.

3) Marx and Media Use

Brian A. Brown and Anabel Quan-Haase’s contribution deals with the question of which
methodology is needed for studying the digital labour and digital labour conditions of social media
prosumers. The methodology for the suggested Workers’ Inquiry 2.0 is grounded in Marx’s ques-
tionnaire for the Workers’ Inquiry and the Italian Autonomist Marxist co-research method. The au-
thors point out with the example of research conducted about Flickr how the methodology of the
Workers’ Inquiry 2.0 works. They point out the importance of artefacts, communities, and produsers
in the Workers’ Inquiry 2.0.

Katarina Giritli Nygren and Katarina L Gidlund analyse the role of alienation in digital culture.
They use Foucault’s concept of pastoral power and Marx’s notion of alienation. The authors draw
on Foucault to describe the pastoral power of digital technology. It is a form of power that creates
the illusion that digital technology allows individuality. Marx’s notion of alienation is applied to the
realm of digital technologies. Today traditional forms of alienation would be accompanied by digital
alienation that is related to consumer culture, individualized self-expressions on platforms like Fa-
cebook, and a commodified Internet.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.
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4) Marx, Alternative/Socialist Media and Social Struggles

Miriyam Aouragh provides a Marxist perspective on and analysis of social media in the Arab revo-
lutions. The author connects the notion of mediation to Marxian theory and maintains that it is a
connection between base and superstructure. The revolutions are framed in terms of capitalism,
imperialism, and class. The author questions the Western-liberal framing of the revolutions and
social media as Orientalism and presents a model of the revolution that situates social media in an
online-offline dialectic of the revolutions.

Lee Artz analyses how 21° century socialism works in Venezuela and what the role of commu-
nication is in it. The public has the opportunity to discuss and influence all government proposals in
public debates and social services were set up across the country. The author argues that Vene-
zuela is a capitalist state with a socialist government. He analyzes the Venezuelan political econo-
my of the media: More than 80% of the media are commercial in character. Community media and
public service media oppose them. The author shows that Venezuela and Venezuelan media are in
transition and have great potential for socialism.

Peter Ludes discusses the relevance of Marx’s notion of a classless societ}/. Based on a review
of Marx’s use of the term, he draws conclusions about the development of 20" century capitalism.
He argues that the establishment of alternatives requires the networking of projects that start in the
here and now. Ludes suggests updating Marx’s notion of a classless society by engaging with the
works of Norbert Elias. This would especially require taking into account the role of communication
as well as civilizing and decivilizing processes when thinking about how to establish alternatives.

Vincent Mosco argues that the crisis of capitalism has resulted in a renewed interest in Marx
and that it is therefore crucial to engage thoroughly with all of his work and to pay special attention
to how it can help to illuminate a blindspot of Critical Media and Communication Studies, i.e.,
knowledge labour and media practice. He points out the importance of the discussion of infor-
mation and the means of communication in the Grundrisse as well as the significance of Marx’s
journalistic practice as a political calling of considerable relevance for contemporary communication
students and scholars, journalists, and knowledge workers.

Wilhelm Peekhaus analyses the political economy of academic journal publishing. He demon-
strates how the exploitation of the free labour of academics, monopolization and capital concentra-
tion tendencies, and high journal prices coupled with declining library budgets shapes the this in-
dustry. He interprets capitalist academic publishing as a form of primitive accumulation and points
out that open access publishing can pose a viable alternative. Open access would however have
today certain limits that could only be overcome by an anti-capitalist open access movement that
questions the capitalist character of academic publishing.

Sebastian Sevignani analyses the alternative social networking site Diaspora* in the context of
discussions about privacy in capitalism. He stresses its connections to the free software movement
and describes the origins of the privacy concept and its connections to the idea of private property.
The author engages with the Marxist critique of the privacy concept, which has often been ignored
by Marxist thinkers, and outlines the foundations of a socialist alternative. He applies this analysis
to the case of Diaspora®.

Padmaja Shaw analyses the role of Marx’s works on the press for contemporary politics in In-
dia. The author discusses the relevance of three aspects of Marx’s works on the press: freedom of
speech and censorship, the press as a part of free trade, and the role of media in bourgeois de-
mocracies. He stresses that on the one hand, there is a broad diffusion of left-wing voices in the
Indian press and that, on the other hand, censorship and repression against the Left and Left jour-
nalism reign in the insurgent Red Corridor areas. The institutionalized Left would benefit by reflect-
ing on Marx’s press politics to better respond to this situation.

This special issue shows the importance of Marxist theory for Critical Media and Communication
Studies today. It makes clear that Media and Communication Studies should not just be critical in
character, but that we need a Marxist Theory and Marxist Studies of Media and Communication
today. The interest in and quality of this special issue as well as the large interest in other related
activities in Marxist Communication Studies (as e.g. the 4™ ICTs and Society Conference: Critique,
Democracy and Philosophy in 21% Century Information Society. Towards Critical Theories of Social
Media. Uppsala University. May 2"°-4™ 2012. See: Fuchs 2012; and see also: http://www.icts-and-
society.net/events/uppsala2012/), especially among PhD students and younger scholars, shows
that Marx is back. The deep interest in Marx’s works shows the unease about capitalism and capi-
talist communications and the desire for alternatives.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.
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1. Introduction: Missing Marx

Although once considered a blind spot of communication studies (Mosco and McKercher 2006,
493), cultural work has become a growing site of inquiry as scholars from a range of perspectives
consider the work that goes into producing media, culture, and communication.” Marx, however, is
largely missing from these studies. On the surface, Marx’s inquiry into the characteristics of nine-
teenth-century industrialized production seems an outdated approach for understanding cultural
work in the post-Fordist era. In Capital ([1867] 1990), Marx described conditions on the factory
floor: the wage labourer with nothing to sell but that most peculiar of commodities, labour power,
enters into a “free” relationship of exploitation with an employer, who sets the worker to work. Un-
der the capitalist's control, the worker toils for a long stretch of the day. After earning more than
what is necessary to reproduce her labour power, she generates surplus value, or profit, for capital.
In the process, the worker becomes part of a generalized class of labourers. Her concrete labour is
made abstract as it is sunk into standardized commodity production. Marx describes a subjugated,
alienated worker who is interchangeable with other workers, rendered an anonymous input for pro-
duction.

As work has moved out of the physical factory and into the studios, offices, and home-based
workplaces of the creative economy, Marx’s account has either been ignored or deemed outmod-
ed. In many cases, cultural workers are understood to be unique kinds of workers and cultural work
radically different from other kinds of work, removed from traditional labour-capital antagonisms
(Caves 2000; Florida 2002; Deuze 2007; Christopherson 2009). In more critical accounts, Marx is
dismissed as reductive because he does not attend to workers’ agency or subjectivity (Banks 2007;
Conor 2010; Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2011). The most prevalent critique is of Marx’s theory of

' Definitions are contentious in studies of work and labour in the communication and cultural industries. In this paper, by
cultural workers, | refer to people who work in the cultural industries, or those industries that generate and circulate com-
modities that “influence on our understanding of the world” and “produce social meaning” (Hesmondhalgh 2007, 3, 12).
Banks (2007, 2) defines the cultural industries as “those involved in the production of ‘aesthetic’ or ‘symbolic’ goods and
services; that is, commodities whose core value is derived from their function as carriers of meaning in the form of images,
symbols, signs and sounds”. | use the term culture in order to speak to the issues that arise from the association of this work
with creativity and art. Precisely which sectors count as cultural industries varies. Statistics Canada (2012), for example,
includes a range of occupations, from librarians and curators to writers, artists, and technical occupations in film and broad-
casting. This perspective, while still somewhat broad, is useful because it views the character of cultural work through an
understanding of the specificities of the industries in which it is performed rather than through the content of the work. There
is something distinctive about cultural goods and their consumption that can explain why cultural production is organized in
particular ways (Hesmondhalgh 2007, 101; Miége 1989; Garnham 1997). This avoids, for example, attributing experiences
of cultural workers to personal character traits, which is part of the argument | develop in this paper. The term “creative
labour”, for example, draws attention to qualities specific to a person (Smith and McKinlay 2009a, 3), whereas | argue that
the organization of cultural production has a structural effect on workers’ experiences, and freelance writers’ labour experi-
ences flow directly from the logics of the industry in which they work.
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alienation, which describes the worker as separated from control of the labour process, from the
products she creates, from other workers, and from her own human essence (Marx [1844] 1978a).
For example, Mark Banks (2007, 11) critiques a vision of cultural workers as “condemned to serve
as alienated labour [...] assumed to be devoid of active subjectivity and suppressed ‘from above’
by managers and owners.” Cultural work is more often described as the antithesis of alienation: as
social and collaborative work that grants workers relative autonomy in the labour process and facili-
tates self-expression and opportunities to engage in total human activity. Cultural workers feel
great attachment to the products they create, particularly when these products carry a worker’s
name, such as a novel or a film. It is difficult to reconcile Marx’s interpretation of work as an alien
power, “not voluntary, but coerced” (Marx [1844] 1978a, 74), with conceptions of cultural work as
highly desirable and glamourous.

In a position | review in greater detail below, critical theorists argue that that the specificities of
cultural commaodities require that workers at the idea-creation stage of production be granted rela-
tive autonomy in the labour process (Ryan 1992; Banks 2010). Relative autonomy enables some
cultural workers to enjoy more time, autonomy, and resources than other workers are granted,
which diminishes experiences of alienation (Hesmondhalgh 2007, 70). Although relative autonomy
is always tenuous and negotiated, this arrangement has led to arguments that cultural work should
be understood as a potential site of “good work” or as work that grants opportunities to produce
“radical’ autonomous critique” even within the confines of capitalism (Hesmondhalgh and Baker
2011; Banks 2010, 252). Contemporary conditions of cultural production, however, are undermin-
ing relative autonomy. Cultural workers are experiencing declining material conditions and intensi-
fying precarity, defined as “intermittent employment and radical uncertainty about the future” or
“financial and existential insecurity” (Ross 2009, 4; Brophy and de Peuter 2007, 180). Indeed, pre-
carity has become a central feature of cultural work. Although a variety of interdisciplinary ap-
proaches are necessary for thinking through the complexities of cultural work — which can be simul-
taneously precarious and satisfying, risky and rewarding — Marx’s understanding of the inner logic
of work provides a foundational understanding of the structural forces giving form to cultural work.

Marx’s foundational c:oncepts3 bring useful insights to bear on investigations of the transfor-
mations in work and workers’ lives. In what follows, | argue that a dynamic Marxist political econo-
my approach can account for the processes, practices, and structures that have resulted in the
increasing precarization of cultural work. In particular, exploitation remains the key process driving
transformations in the cultural industries and can account for the ways cultural workers’ relative
autonomy is being undermined. To demonstrate this, | draw on examples from an ongoing case
study of freelance writers, a growing segment of the Canadian media labour force®. As freelancers
are increasingly learning, stepping out of an employment relationship (or being denied one, as is
rapidly becoming the norm) does not mean an escape from exploitation or labour-capital antago-
nisms. Whereas capital has historically increased surplus value by extending the working day and
intensifying production (Marx [1867] 1990, 645), corporations that rely on freelance labour have
developed alternate methods of extracting surplus value from workers. For writers, these methods
include an increase in unpaid labour time and the aggressive pursuit of copyrights.

A Marxist political economy that is process-oriented, historical, and attentive to workers’ agency
and desires for autonomy provides insights into current conditions. Studies of cultural work can
benefit from a materialist approach that understands work in these industries in relation to dynam-
ics of capitalism and an approach that positions cultural work as a site of struggle. Many accept
precarious conditions as the new reality that media workers in volatile industries must consent and
adapt to, including industry, the state, training institutes, scholars, and workers themselves
(McRobbie 2002; Deuze 2007; Hesmondhalgh 2007, 207). A Marxist approach disrupts this mind-
set to uncover dynamic processes that reveal a deeper understanding of the nature of cultural work
and how it has evolved. In what follows, | outline a Marxist approach to cultural work and discuss
the challenges and possibilities for considering cultural work through the lens of labour process
theory. | then introduce a case study of freelance writers and examine dynamics of exploitation of

% In Capital, Marx describes alienation not as a subjective experience, but in an objective sense, as a way of being un-
der a mode of production organized around private property and waged labour. For Marx, workers are alienated because
they do not own the means of production and must to sell their labour power to survive.

® Other aspects of Marx’s thought are useful for understanding the character of cultural labour, particularly his writing in
The Grundrisse, which has been taken up by autonomist Marxists to interrogate the way contemporary capital incorporates
general intellect, and workers’ affect and personalities into the accumulation process on an unprecedented scale. In this
paper, however, | want to focus on Marx’s “old” concepts (Huws 2003, 135), which receive less attention in communication
and cultural studies.

* This study is based on a qualitative survey of 200 freelance writers across Canada and interviews with representatives
of freelance writer organizations. Unless otherwise cited, all quotes in this paper were provided by writers who participated
anonymously in my survey.
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unpaid labour time and copyright. | conclude with a discussion of how positioning cultural work as a
site of struggle reveals possibilities for transformation.

2. Back to Marx: A Political Economy of Cultural Work

A Marxist political economy of cultural work is concerned with the dynamics of the labour-capital
relation, tensions and contradictions that structure this relationship, struggles over control and ex-
ploitation, and with questions of power and resistance. This approach flows from an understanding
that these practices and processes are situated within a particular historical context: capitalist
commodity production, under which those who do not own the means of production must sell their
labour power to earn a living, thus engaging in a consensual relationship of exploitation of surplus
value. Countering the rejection of Marxism as reductive, David Harvey (1996, 49) argues that Marx
must be understood as a dialectical thinker concerned with “processes, flows, fluxes, and relations”
rather than an analyst of structures and things. Marx uncovers the processes that constitute and
sustain capitalism (ibid., 50) and accounts for “unfolding and dynamic relations between elements
within a capitalist system” (Harvey 2010, 12). His concepts capture the dynamic relations and con-
tradictions propelling the change and instability inherent to the process of capital accumulation
(Harvey 1996, 54).

A Marxist political economic analysis of cultural work speaks to the historical developments of
cultural industries, which did not emerge fully formed but rather are the result of contestation about
how to produce culture and how to organize work. A historical, process-oriented perspective re-
veals how taken-for-granted characteristics of cultural work — its volatile, project-based, precarious
nature — are often the result of transformations in media and cultural industries that have occurred
alongside shifting dynamics of capitalism. Most recently, this shift has been a transformation from
Fordist mass production to a flexible accumulation regime5 organized around lean production, in-
formation communication technologies, and deregulated and flexible labour markets (Moody 1997;
Albo 2010). In this context, cultural industries have undergone significant change, which shapes
workers’ experiences (ILO 2000; Gough-Yates 2003; Hesmondhalgh 2007; Deuze and Fortunati
2011). For example, it is widely accepted that workers in cultural industries have “boundaryless” or
“portfolio careers”, which means they perform work for multiple engagers on a project basis, often
simultaneously (Leadbeater and Oakley 2005; Hartley 2005). However, the portfolio nature of ca-
reers is more often described as an inherent trait of cultural workers themselves and less often as a
coping strategy to deal with work made intermittent and precarious — a decidedly less glamorous
view, but one that links work arrangements to broader political economic dynamics. The role of
capitalism in shaping cultural work and the resulting power relations are obscured in many ac-
counts of cultural work and directly situating cultural work in capitalist production relations reaffirms
a materialist approach to the study of media, culture, and communication.

Marx is often overlooked in studies of cultural work because he did not attend to workers’ sub-
jectivity, and subjectivity is a key component of cultural work, which “is first and foremost about
communicating meaning and very often also about identification and pleasure” (McGuigan 2010,
326). Indeed, subjectivity is a crucial component of all types of work, especially now that contempo-
rary capitalism increasingly requires the incorporation of workers’ subjectivities into production (Dy-
er-Witheford and de Peuter 2009, 4). Subjectivity is important for considering the limits of capital’s
ability to contain cultural workers’ resistance and for considering how and why cultural workers
choose to collectively organize in particular ways (de Peuter 2011; N. Cohen 2011). However, as
Harvey (2006, 113) argues, it is difficult to understand current experiences of cultural work primarily
through workers’ subjective experiences of labour. It is first critical to understand the objective con-
ditions of that labour, or, “what it is that workers are being forced to cope with and to defend
against; to come to terms with the manifest forces that impinge upon them at every turn” (ibid.,
emphasis in original).

This approach stems from Marx’s ([1852] 1978b, 595) assertion that people “make their own
history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under circumstances of their
own choosing, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past”. Of
course cultural work holds potential to be fulfilling and provide a sense of creative autonomy, if

® Harvey (1990, 147) uses the term flexible accumulation to describe the regime of accumulation that has followed the
gradual shift from Fordism in the early 1970s, characterized by flexible labour markets, labour processes, and consumption
patterns, as well as the emergence of new technologies and financial services. Vosko (2010, 89) argues that this concept is
preferable to terms such as post-Fordism because it emphasizes “continuity through change,” or the “continuation of as-
pects of the system of mass production associated with Fordism alongside the expansion of new productive technologies
and greater specialization” (Vosko 2000, 27).
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indicated just by the increase in numbers of cultural workers, the expansion of education and train-
ing programs, and fierce competition for work that is generally insecure and low paid, or not paid at
all (Hill and Capriotti 2009; Perlin 2011; Lacey 2011). To understand why work is experienced in
particular ways requires broadening the focus from individual experiences to consider cultural
workers as part of a class of workers struggling over the terms of the commaodification of their la-
bour power. The Marxist approach positions workers as active subjects engaged in a dynamic pro-
cess of production with contested power relations, not simply as “brutalized and exploited workers”
(Conor 2010, 31).

To maintain a connection to the broader social totality and the conditions of labour under capi-
talism, Marxist political economy avoids setting cultural workers apart as wholly unique. Mike
Wayne (2003), for example, draws out Marx’s relational conception of the connections between all
workers under capitalism, conceived through the lens of class as a social relationship. Wayne
acknowledges the “wider social conditions of creative and intellectual labour as a collective rela-
tionship occupying a contradictory position between capital and the ‘traditional’ working class” (7).
He draws on Erik Olin Wright's (1978) theorization of the class character of intellectuals — defined
as “a category of people...whose activity is primarily that of elaborating and disseminating ideas”
(192) — in advanced capitalist societies. Wright argues that because intellectual workers do not
control the labour of others nor maintain “real control over much of their own labour process”, these
workers “typically occupy a contradictory class location between the working class and the petty
bourgeoisie at the economic level and between the working class and the bourgeoisie at the ideo-
logical level” (106, 204). Cultural workers occupy a contradictory class location because they are
integrated into capitalism yet differentiated from the working class by “cultural privileges, relative
workplace independence and (usually) by remuneration levels”, but they are not capitalists: their
“status as labour reasserts itself whenever [these workers] are subject to similar processes of ex-
ploitation and proletarianization as the working class below them” (Wayne 2003, 23). As | will
demonstrate, cultural workers’ status as labour is reasserting itself at a rapid pace.

Although there are important differences between workers, these differences are not absolute.
Rather, workers in various sectors and occupations can be understood as different parts of a social
and economic class that must sell its labour power to survive (Wayne 2003; Smith and McKinlay
2009a). Whereas capital seeks to establish a hierarchy between mental and manual labour, Marx
emphasized the process “by which capital develops a socially unified labour capacity in which par-
ticular roles represent only a limb of the total labourer”, while all work under capitalism is submitted
to generalized exploitation (Wayne 2003, 15). This understanding of cultural work retains a notion
of labour-capital antagonisms and of class struggle, and so can account for transformations in me-
dia forms, technology, and business models. Capital’'s “immanent drive” to increase surplus value
by cheapening the cost of labour (Marx [1867] 1990, 437) clashes with workers’ desires to pursue
meaningful work, to be paid decently for their labour power, and to be able to sustain themselves.

A Marxist conception of class avoids setting cultural workers apart as exceptional types of
workers. It refuses the tendency to understand cultural workers’ actions as motivated by artistic
temperament, personality, and by an insatiable “desire to create”, making links instead to the politi-
cal economic context in which they work (Caves 2000, 3; Christopherson 2009, 74). The nature of
the market economy, regulatory frameworks, state and employer policies, the organization of in-
dustries, wages, and access to union protection, for example, influence workers’ actions and expe-
riences. For a full understanding of cultural work, research should integrate an understanding of
‘enduring features” of cultural work, such as risk and uncertainty, with historical analysis of the
political economic context structuring these dynamics (Christopherson 2009; Hesmondhalgh 2007;
Miege 1989).

Key to this analysis is Marx’s concept of exploitation, which occurs when one group (workers)
produces a surplus that is controlled by another (capitalists) (Himmelwit 1983a, 157). Under capi-
talism, exploitation occurs through the extraction of surplus value, which Marx viewed as arising
from the division of the working day into two parts: during the first part, the worker spends socially
necessary labour time producing the equivalent of her wage; during the second, the worker spends
surplus labour time producing profit for the capitalist (1983b, 474). It is this process of exploiting
surplus value that drives capital accumulation and class conflict. As Susan Himmelwit (ibid.) writes:
“the history of capitalist production can be seen as the history of struggle over attempts by capital
to increase, and attempts by the working class to resist increases in, the rate of surplus value”.

Exploitation is a dynamic concept. It links antagonism and resistance: those who exploit workers
are also dependent on workers to realize surplus value, which gives workers power, an “inherent
capacity to resist” (Wright 1997, 35). The process of exploitation includes worker agency, re-
sistance, and a desire for autonomous forms of work. Autonomist Marxism, which theorizes capital
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as always confronting and reacting to workers’ resistance, provides a framework for this approach
(Cleaver 2000). Under this view, capitalist cultural production is not a top-down process of domina-
tion, but dynamic and constitutive, reacting to workers’ agency and, often, militancy. However, as
Marx demonstrates in Capital, “capitalism is characterized by fetishisms that obscure, for both capi-
talist and worker alike, the origin of surplus value in exploitation” (Harvey 2006, 113). The labour-
capital relations in cultural work can be obscured for a variety of reasons, including the fact that
choosing to pursue cultural work despite the risks can be empowering, that an ideology of enter-
prise increasingly underscores cultural work, and that cultural work is based on personal relation-
ships that can mask economic relations (Lorey 2009; Neff, Wissinger and Zukin 2005; Ekinsmyth
2002). Relations of exploitation can be so obscured that it often seems as if cultural work is not
really work at all, giving rise to a “labour of love” discourse that preempts discussions of power
relations (Beck 2003, 3). A return to Marx uncovers the antagonisms and social relations of capital-
ism that pervade cultural work. Traditionally, labour process theory has been at the core of Marxist
studies of work. In the next section, | discuss the relevance of labour process theory for studying
cultural work.

3. Labour Process Theory and Cultural Work

As a body of scholarship, labour process theory emerged from Harry Braverman’s ([1974] 1998)
critique of the organization of work under capitalism and its deleterious effects on workers’ skills.
Drawing on Marx, Braverman sought to understand the contradiction of modern work, which re-
quired increasing training and skill yet produced greater dissatisfaction. Braverman describes how
the labour process is subsumed under and shaped by processes of capital accumulation: work is
continually brought under capitalists’ control in order to extract value from workers, and the labour
process is rationalized, first in the factory, then in the office, transforming the labour process from
an activity that creates something useful into a process explicitly designed to expand capital. Struc-
tural dynamics of competition and accumulation push capitalists to constantly revolutionize the
process of production to increase productivity and lower labour costs. This impels capitalists to
obtain control over the labour process. As Marx ([1867] 1990, 436-7) writes, “capital... has an im-
manent drive, and a constant tendency, towards increasing the productivity of labour, in order to
cheapen commodities and, by cheapening commodities, to cheapen the worker himself’. This pro-
cess is carried out by applying new technologies and principles of scientific management to the
labour process, dividing work into its constituent parts, deskilling workers, separating conception
from execution, and bringing work under management’s control (Braverman [1974] 1998, 49, 118).

Braverman argued that capitalism tends to reduce the majority of workers to a homogeneous
group of interchangeable labourers who require little specialized training. In some cases, his vision
of degraded work has been carried into the digital age. Consider, for example, the growing market
for digital piecework, where mental labour such as research, translation, and design are broken into
small tasks and farmed out to people working remotely for alarmingly low pay on websites like Me-
chanical Turk, ODesk, and Microtask. Yet labour process theory has some limits in the context of
cultural work, particularly the creative aspects of cultural work. For one, labour process theory has
been predominantly workplace focused and concerned with workers in employment relationships,
and cultural work is increasingly situated outside of these structures. In addition, cultural workers
seem to need no coercion to fully invest themselves in their work or to work long hours for low pay
(Ursell 2000; McRobbie 2002). Finally, the argument that cultural workers have been granted rela-
tive autonomy at the point of production seems to challenge the relevance of labour process theo-
ry.

Michael Chanan (1976; 1983) and Bill Ryan (1992) trace a lineage from art and artistic practice
to labour in the commercialized cultural industries, drawing on Marx to outline a conception of aes-
thetic labour — forms of labour in which, unlike in other commodity production, it is difficult to com-
pletely separate the author from her work. As artistic practice is brought under the logic of capitalist
commodity production, the “art-capital contradiction” emerges, defined as a source of conflict in-
herent to the transformation of culture into capital (Ryan 1992, 34). Historically, for cultural com-
modities to have use values, these commodities must retain a trace of the person who created
them, especially in instances of “person-specific” or personalized labour, where the creator’'s name
is attached to the work (Smith and McKinlay 2009a, 12; Ryan 1992, 136). As Ryan (45) writes,
“every book must have an author, every score a composer, every film a writer, director [...] unlike
cans of peaches, lines of cars [...] where the direct producers of these commodities are entirely
unknown to their purchasers. Artists must be engaged as named, concrete labour”. Even cultural
producers who are not “stars” — that small group for whom name recognition fetches high remuner-
ation (Hesmondhalgh 2007, 199) — are valued because “of the identifiable, expressive abilities at-
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tributable to and inseparable from each and each alone” (Ryan 1992, 44).

The requirement for concrete labour limits the extent to which the idea creation process in cul-
tural work can be broken down and divided into constituent tasks, and so cultural industries have
tended to grant relative autonomy to workers at the point of creation (idea and symbol generation),
while tightening control over reproduction, distribution, and circulation of cultural commodities
(Chanan 1979; Miege 1989; Ryan 1992; Hesmondhalgh 2007). As Chanan (1983, 318) writes, “the
content of cultural forms cannot, in the last instance, be mechanized”. Workers who create originat-
ing texts cannot be replaced with machines or with other people without altering the text®. This
complicates the production process for capitalists. Usually, capital’s compulsion to lower the costs
of production has required that concrete labour — specific skills or tasks performed by a particular
worker — be reduced to average levels so that it does not matter who performs the work. Ideally,
individual workers are transformed into abstract labour: interchangeable inputs for production, their
particular contributions congealed in and disguised by the commodity form. Capital’s compulsion is
to separate conception from execution and to reduce workers’ specialized knowledge and hetero-
geneous skills to simple labour (Braverman [1974] 1998; Harvey 2006, 57).

Recognition of the structural tendency to grant cultural workers relative autonomy at the point of
production has served to eject labour process analysis from studies of cultural work (notable ex-
ceptions include Murphy 1991; Im 1997; Ursell 2000; Smith and McKinlay 2009a). For if it is true
that cultural workers have control over the process and products of their work, then it seems labour
process theory and its Marxist heritage are no longer relevant. Many cultural workers are so self-
motivated that they “set themselves” to work, working excessively long hours for little pay, embrac-
ing uncertainty and risk in order to pursue careers in culture (McRobbie 2002, 101; Ursell 2000).
From this view, managers are not required to motivate cultural workers or increase productivity and
cultural workers are considered to self-exploit. But identifying self-exploitation, while key to uncov-
ering the myriad ways power operates, can mask true relations of exploitation, almost letting capital
off the hook.

Sheila Cohen (1987) argues that labour process theory cannot be so easily sidestepped. She
argues that the post-Braverman labour process debate was too focused on questions of control,
neglecting the process of exploitation that is at the core of the capitalist labour process. It is not
control that “constitutes the principal dynamic at work in the capitalist labour process”, but rather
exploitation, ownership over the means of production, and class (ibid., 35, 66). Cohen recasts the
focus of labour process theory on valorization and exploitation, which is the motor of capitalist ac-
cumulation and production, fundamentally structured around the extraction of surplus value from
workers. The labour process is political not because of an “ongoing power struggle over managerial
domination”, but because it is “the site of the central dynamic of [...] exploitation and the generation
of surplus value” (39). This means that control over production can be surrendered if it is not an
impediment to exploitation. Indeed work is constantly reorganized to suit capitalism’s overall objec-
tive of valorization (Braverman [1974] 1998), and ceding control over the labour process to certain
workers is exactly in line with some needs of accumulation. This ranges from empowerment strate-
gies on the factory floor (Moody 1997) to “fun” environments in the permissive offices of new media
firms designed to capture workers’ creative and emotional potential; their “freest thoughts and im-
pulses” harnessed for productivity (Ross 2003, 19; Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009). In some
ways, this loosening of control is a descendent of the age-old strategy of lengthening the working
day. Pondering the playful offices of amenity-packed new media firms, Andrew Ross (2001, 78)
wonders, “who would ever want to go home?”.

More overt attempts to rationalize production are evident in forms of cultural work that have pre-
viously seemed impervious to organizing the author out of production. Consider Alloy Entertain-
ment, a company that generates book projects for publishers, pumping out thirty books per year
targeted to teen girls. What is unusual about this “book factory” (Semuels 2008) is not the formulaic
plots and generic tropes Alloy relies on for mass-market appeal, but the way labour is organized in
the production of each book: ideas are brainstormed at a meeting, an editor composes a story, and
a writer is hired on spec to draft a chapter. The writer works closely with editors to develop the plot
and produce more chapters. Alloy pitches the chapters, a book synopsis, and a cover image to
publishers, retaining all rights to the intellectual property. Often, company-owned pseudonyms are
used instead of real writers’ names, and some names represent a team of ghostwriters (Mead

® This argument is perhaps best demonstrated by the embodied nature of performing arts work. As William Baumol and
William Bowen (1966, 164) write, changes in the training or specificities of a performer “affects the nature of the service he
supplies.” Unlike manufacturing workers, “performers are not intermediaries between raw material and the completed com-
modity — their activities are themselves the consumers’ goods” and therefore the specific worker cannot be separated from
the work of performing.
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2009). Perhaps an extreme case of rationalizing literary production, yet Alloy offers an example of
how capital finds ways around the need to grant creative workers relative autonomy if and when it
is required for profitable production. Under Alloy’s model, it does not matter who writes a particular
book. Authors, formerly assured the privilege of being named labour, are interchangeable and often
not credited for their work.

Labour process analysis that draws on dynamic concepts from Marx remains a relevant method
for researching cultural work, providing a theoretical foundation for an investigation of cultural work
in its various and specific forms. Labour process theory centres on processes of capital accumula-
tion and opens a critical line of inquiry: if the continuity of capitalist production has thoroughly pene-
trated the cultural industries and if exploitation is fundamental to the capitalist labour process, how
does this dynamic manifest in cultural work? If cultural workers have been granted relative auton-
omy at the point of idea creation, how then does capital respond? In most instances, firms tighten
control over workers who do not require relative autonomy in production, creating divisions in sta-
tus, job quality, and material conditions between workers in cultural industries. Increasingly, and as
technologies change, however, cultural workers’ relative autonomy is being further encroached
upon. This is especially the case for writers who pursue freelance work in order to claim some au-
tonomy over their craft. A case study of freelancers reveals these tensions.

4, Case Study: Freelance Writers

On the surface, freelance writers seem removed from the capitalist labour process. Legally
classified as independent contractors, freelancers work for multiple clients to produce one-off piec-
es or are hired for short-term projects. They write for magazines, newspapers, books, and produce
content for corporations, governments, and NGOs’. The labour-capital relations that underscore
freelance cultural production are often obscured: because freelancers are not engaged in an em-
ployment relationship and are not paid a salary, it appears that they sell simply a finished piece of
work, or “labour already objectified in the product” (Marx [1867] 1990, 692), not the labour time
required to produce that piece. However, Marx argues that piece wages are a form of time wages
and that the existence of this form of payment “in no way alters [its] essential nature”, which is “the
general relation between capital and wage-labour” (693, 696). Freelance cultural work has relations
of exploitation at its core.

Historically, piecework has been a method of lowering wages and lengthening the working day
(698). For cultural workers, however, freelancing provides an escape from the employment rela-
tionship, a way to gain some control over where and when they work, what they work on, with
whom, and how work is performed. But despite writing for profitable media industries (Winseck
2010), Canadian freelance writers’ incomes have been stagnant for over three decades, averaging
$24,000 before tax (PWAC 2006)°. In a survey | conducted of 200 freelance writers across Cana-
da, 45 percent of respondents reported earning under $20,000 (before tax) from freelance writing in
2009, and 71 percent of these writers say that freelance writing is their main job.

While freelancing is presented as the ultimate freedom for workers (Pink 2001), it is also an ide-
al arrangement for capital. Freed from the burden of employment, relieved of the costs of training,
overhead, benefits, and paying for unproductive time, firms can hire someone for a short-term pro-
ject or purchase only completed works: an article, a piece of research, a design. The risks and
costs of production are downloaded onto workers who, motivated by the relentless search for work
and increasing competition, strive to produce their best works, providing capital ample choice from
a pool of skilled workers bargaining down the costs of their labour power. This arrangement allows
for relative autonomy in creative production yet impels firms to develop alternate methods of ex-
tracting surplus value. For publishers, exploitation is made easier by the casualization of media
work, which has increased competition for work, made workers insecure, and pressured wages
down.

Marx’s ([1867] 1990, 697) observations on piece wages point to the contradictions of freelance
work:

the wider scope that piece-wages give to individuality tends to develop both that individuality,
and with it the worker’s sense of liberty, independence and self-control, and also the competition of

" The freelancers | study are primarily freelance journalists who write for newspapers, magazines, and online journalistic
outlets. However, because it is so difficult to earn a living solely from freelance journalism, many freelancers have expanded
the types of work they perform to include a range of industries and formats. For this reason, | use the broader term free-
lance writer.

® The Professional Writers Association of Canada surveyed 858 freelance writers, most of whom are full-time writers,
meaning that writing is their sole source of income (PWAC 2006).
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workers with each other. The piece-wage therefore has a tendency, while raising the wages of
individuals above the average, to lower this average itself.

This demonstrates the dialectical nature of the labour-capital relation: workers constantly seek
to resist exploitation and capital constantly reorganizes to address workers’ resistance. As Harvey
(2006, 116) writes, “if the value productivity of labour can be better secured by some reasonable
level of worker autonomy, then so be it. Capital is, presumably, indifferent to how the value produc-
tivity of labour is preserved and enhanced”. Increasingly, capital secures the value productivity of
labour through exploiting freelancers’ unpaid labour time and copyrights to their works. | examine
each example in turn.

5. Labour Casualization and Exploitation of Unpaid Labour Time

Working as a freelancer has traditionally provided journalists a way out of the strictures of an
employment relationship and the limitations of routinized news production to pursue more creative,
experimental, or interesting writing. However, what was once a strategy available to a small seg-
ment of journalists who could leverage a monopoly over their skills to build freelance careers has
become a core business model as the media workforce is casualized. As companies download
more of the risk and costs of doing business onto workers, the autonomy freelancers have enjoyed,
even in the face of low pay, is being undermined.

By now the shift to precarious forms of employment is well documented (Vosko 2006; Standing
2011). In line with the neoliberal transformation of capitalist economies and the resulting re-
structuring of work and employment dating from the 1970s (Vosko 2000; Albo 2010), cultural indus-
tries have moved from production based on full-time, steady employment to more precarious forms:
part-time, temporary, casual, contract, and freelance (Murdock 2003; Nies and Pedersini 2003;
Walters, Warren and Dobbie 2006; Smith and McKinlay 2009b). Typically, this work has low wag-
es, no benefits, little job and social security, limited access to union protections, and long working
hours. Cultural work has been casualized, transformed from “internal and regulated labour mar-
kets” to networks of individuals providing specialized services on an as-needed basis (Smith and
McKinlay 2009b, 29; Hill and Capriotti 2009). These changes are linked to firm strategies such as
concentration, convergence, and outsourcing, the erosion of union power, and the spread and ac-
ceptance of precarious forms of employment. They are also made possible by a restructured global
division of labour that harnesses information and communication technologies to establish chains
of flexible accumulation spanning the globe, chains that begin from the outsourcing of components
of the production process to the low-waged regions of the world and link to the outsourced work
now performed in the homes of knowledge, information, and cultural workers in western capitalist
states (Huws 2007). Although cultural industries have a history of non-standard forms of work,’
accepting freelance, contract, or temporary employment is no longer a choice as firms shed their
workforces, flooding the labour market with freelancers (Nies and Pedersini 2003; PWAC 2006;
Walters, Warren and Dobbbie 2006; McKercher 2009). Rather than continuously employing people,
cultural industries maintain loose affiliations with networks of cultural producers constantly develop-
ing ideas from which firms can pick and choose.

This “reserve army” of cultural workers (Murdock 2003, 22) absorbs cultural firms’ financial risk,
which is offloaded onto individuals. Because the creative stage of production cannot be completely
rationalized, companies trade relative autonomy for the ability to extract higher value through con-
tract and freelance status, protecting capital from risk, lowering labour costs, and intensifying com-
petition for work (Ryan 1992, 48; Hesmondhalgh 2007; Smith and McKinlay 2009b, 40). Project-
based work, short-term contracts, and freelance arrangements demonstrate some of the underlying
contradictions of cultural work: these relationships grant workers the relative autonomy and flexibil-
ity required to develop creative works, but absolve firms of paying a salary and the benefits associ-
ated with secure employment. The benefits of autonomy are often undermined by precarity. This
arrangement, despite having roots in political economic dynamics, has perpetuated the notion that
to be a cultural worker one must accept and adapt to intermittent employment, low wages, and
precarity, drawing out the romanticized notion of suffering for one’s art into industrialized, highly
capitalized cultural industries (Menger 1999; Ross 2000).

As pieceworkers, freelance writers are usually paid per word or per article (or, as the unfortu-
nate joke goes, “perhaps")m. By purchasing finished stories from freelancers; publishers do not pay
for time spent developing and researching ideas, pitching stories, conducting interviews, or for time

® Indeed, cultural industries are credited with serving as a model of flexible, project-based, work for other industries
(Ross 2009, 18-19; McRobbie 2004).
"% Kingston and Cole 1986. For corporate and non-journalism contracts, freelancers are usually paid per hour.
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spent editing and rewriting. The arbitrary per-word form of payment, popular among magazines and
newspapers, obscures a large portion of the labour that goes into the writing of those words. As
one freelance writer explains: “The pay often does not reflect the work you put into a piece. You are
expected to come up with ideas, research and pitch without pay, yet are not adequately compen-
sated when your story ideas are accepted”. Added to this are the crucial tasks of sourcing and se-
curing work, self-promotion, training and skills development, invoicing and chasing payments, and
the various other tasks involved in maintaining a freelance career. As | discuss below, once an
article is written, the costs of reproduction for companies is minimal, yet writers are often not paid
for multiple use of their works in various formats, or “the labour power that is still latent within the
article” (D’Agostino 2010, 238).

As Marx explained, unpaid labour that contributes to the generation of surplus value for capital-
ists is exploited labour™". And exploitation is spreading throughout the cultural industries, thanks to
the casualization of the labour force, which leaves a growing number of workers stitching work
together to earn a living, paid for far less than the time required for production of their works. This
glut of freelance and un- and under-employed workers represents huge value for companies, as
competition for work pressures wages downwards. New forms of temporal exploitation are made
possible by processes of spatialization, or extending the capacities for value extraction into new
spaces — in this case, workers’ homes (Mosco 2009). Media corporations capitalize on this ar-
rangement, building business models on access to flexible, cheap, or free labour they need not
employ. For example, firms are replacing paid workers with unpaid internships; writers are increas-
ingly paid in “exposure” on profitable websites such as The Huffington Post, and skilled employees
are laid off because major news networks such as CNN can increasingly rely on volunteer-
submitted content, or exploit “citizen” journalism through “crowdsourcing” (Perlin 2011; Guthrie
2011; Kperogi 2011). These strategies are complemented by the intensifying exploitation of copy-
rights.

6. Copyright as Exploitation

Freelance writers’ livelihoods in a digital age are built on the shaky foundations of copyright pro-
tection, which are being eroded by corporations’ tightening grip on intellectual property rights. Un-
like employees, who in exchange for salaries give up ownership of works they produce to employ-
ers (D’Agostino 2010, 4), freelance writers in Canada are legally classified as independent contrac-
tors and therefore own copyrights to the articles they write. Publishers are granted a limited licence
to publish articles in designated publications for specified periods of time (Canada 1985, s.13;
D’Agostino 2004, 6). Traditionally, this has been a benefit of working freelance, enabling writers to
re-sell articles and in some way compensating for low rates of pay (Lorinc 2005, 37; PWAC 2006,
41). However, traditional practices are being undermined by uses of new technologies and aggres-
sive publishing strategies.

The growth and consolidation of media and entertainment firms over the past few decades has
been enabled by technological development, especially digital communications and digitization, a
process that provides a universal language for media content and has led to convergence across
media platforms, allowing corporations to deepen the exploitation of labour (Mosco 2003). Digitiza-
tion enables quick transmission of information and simplifies duplication, especially online, which
means publishers can repackage information for publication in multiple formats.

Most periodical and newspaper publishers in Canada are part of large media chains that control
a range of integrated media properties and are hungry for content that can be re-purposed for vari-
ous platforms. Digitization helped corporations realize their ambitions of concentration and conver-
gence, aided by and fuelling the push to obtain copyrights (D’Agostino 2010, 20). These rapid shifts
in corporate media organization have directly affected freelance writers’ earnings, initially by shrink-
ing the number of markets in which writers can re-sell work (PWAC 2006, 35).

These practices have grown more pervasive as they have moved online. For example, in Fall
2010, Rogers Media, a division of the massive media conglomerate Rogers Communications, be-
gan syndicating articles written for its magazines by freelancers to other websites without alerting
writers, let alone paying them for extra use (Scott 2010; Story Board 2010). Unbeknownst to writ-
ers, executives began syndication as an initiative of Rogers Digital Media, which promotes access
to its content to advertisers. Rogers Digital Media claimed the syndication was covered under the

" Feminist activists and political economists have long been arguing that unpaid labour time is valuable for capitalism,
particularly the unpaid labour performed by women in the home. See, for example Waring 1999 and Dalla Costa and James
1972. McKercher (2009) makes important links between women’s unpaid household labour and the precarious work of
freelance writing.
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“promotions” clause in Rogers’ new standard contract all writers must sign, which states that Rog-
ers can “publish the Work and/or an edited version thereof in any promotion of the publication
and/or its brand in all forms of media” (ibid.). Writers’ organizations, however, claim that this is a
broad interpretation of the contract: “most contributors would not read ‘promotion’ as syndication on
[websites] many months after their story first appears in a Rogers publication,” argued freelance
writer agent Derek Finkle (Scott 2010).

This example demonstrates publishers’ growing desire to own outright the rights to writers’
works, which are cheap to “digitally recycl[e]” into new profit (D’Agostino 2010, 239). This strategy
aligns with Marx’s ([1867] 1990, 325) explanation of surplus value: after a worker earns enough to
reproduce her labour power, the capitalist owns the rest of the value she produces, which “for the
capitalist has all the charms of something created out of nothing”. Most large publishers now pre-
sent writers with “streamlined” contracts that claim all copyrights for writers’ works at once
(D’Agostino 2005, 166). Contracts can demand, for example, “all rights, in perpetuity, throughout
the universe” in any form, including rights for media formats yet to be invented. These contracts are
generally non-negotiable and do not offer extra payment for extra rights (PWAC 2006, 35). De-
pending on the company and its media holdings, rights demanded can include translations, digitiz-
ing, adaptations and performances, reprints, relicensing, promotions, and storage of articles in
electronic databases.

Current contracting regimes have effectively expanded possibilities for exploitation of surplus
value indefinitely (D’Agostino 2010, 241). Economists view copyright primarily as providing eco-
nomic incentive for creators to produce intellectual and artistic works (Bettig 1996, 7; Towse 2003).
However, under the capitalist mode of cultural production, copyright’s primary function is to guaran-
tee its owner exclusive right to exploit the work and to extract surplus value from workers who have
been granted relative autonomy at the point of production. With workers providing services on a
one-off basis, companies need not be concerned with how works are created, as the real value for
corporations lies in the continued exploitation of completed works. Notes one freelance writer, “No
one cares where | am, just as long as | get the work done”. What matters to firms is not the time
spent on a project or the pace of work — control over the labour process — but ownership over the
final product, which can be re-published, re-licensed, and re-purposed, generating surplus value
from the works themselves and lowering labour costs.

Capitalism developed by generating technological methods of extracting knowledge from work-
ers to control production and increase efficiency and exploitation (Braverman [1974] 1998), and
continues this trajectory by claiming ownership of the information workers produce (May 2002,
318). This is a crucial, under-examined link between cultural work and capital, obscured either by a
focus solely on the autonomy of cultural workers or by a failure to acknowledge that it is labour that
creates the texts, images, ideas, and symbols that are transformed into private property (Rossiter
2006, 145).

Copyright has become a high-stakes site of struggle in Canada and beyond. Freelance journal-
ists in North America have won class action lawsuits against publishers for using works without
acknowledgement or extra payment (D’Agostino 2010). Film and television writers struck for three
months in 2007-2008 to win a greater share of residual money from DVD sales and revenues from
digital downloads (Klowden and Chatterjee 2008). Freelance photographers effectively delayed the
launch of People magazine’s iPad app over its licensing agreement, as photographers demanded
payment for use of their photos beyond the pages of the magazine (Wallenstein 2010). Book pro-
ducers such as Alloy Entertainment and Full Fathom Five'” are transforming copyright relations
between writers and publishers by hiring authors to write pre-fabricated books, often under a pseu-
donyms, and retaining all rights to their works, generating licensing deals for film and television
while contractually barring writers from claiming authorship (Mozes 2010). These struggles will
become more charged as we move deeper into the digital age.

"2 Frey, a controversial writer, launched Full Fathom Five to tap into the commercial young adult fiction market. Frey
hires newly minted (and indebted) MFA graduates to write novels for $250 (some writers earn an additional $250 upon
completion of the book). The writer earns a percentage of all revenue the book generates (30 percent if the idea came from
Frey, 40 percent if the idea was the writer’s), including revenue from TV, film, and merchandise licensing. The writer does
not own copyright to the book yet is responsible for any potential legal action. Full Fathom Five has the right to decide to
use the author’'s name or a pseudonym, even if the writer is no longer involved in the project. The writer has no say in the
use of his or her image in publicity photos or biographies and must sign a confidentiality agreement, risking a $50,000 pen-
alty for “admit[ing] to working with Full Fathom Five without permission.” The terms of copyright on Frey’s projects are non-
negotiable (Mozes 2010).
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7. Conclusion: Cultural Work as a Site of Struggle

A Marxist political economy approach to cultural work identifies the links between precarious
working conditions and broader transformations underway in the cultural industries while also rec-
ognizing workers as agents who resist, struggle over, and negotiate their labour conditions. Without
this powerful tool of analysis, based on Marx’s foundational understanding of the labour process
under capitalism, the manifestations of capitalist social relations in old and new forms can be ob-
scured, especially as labour is casualized and digital technologies are used to transform produc-
tion. As Marx argued, “capitalism is unique in hiding its method of exploitation behind the process
of exchange” (Himmelwit 1983a, 158). Key to understanding the full experience of cultural work is
discovering how exploitation shapes work and workers’ lives.

In the case of freelance writers, exploitation is at the core of the casualization of work and the
aggressive pursuit of copyrights. For freelancers, control over the labour process is traded for in-
creased flexibility for employers and a greater extraction of surplus value from writers who are
working harder for longer hours and earning lower wages (PWAC 2006). Although the market has
long played a role in influencing the type of material writers could sell (Mills 1956; Kingston and
Cole 1986), this pressure has intensified as publishers seek “content” that can be syndicated for
use across multiple platforms. These new publishing practices limit the possibilities for writers to
produce certain kinds of work, including longer pieces that require research, investigative journal-
ism, and creative or challenging works that take time to produce. These limitations are reflected in
Canadian freelance writers’ experiences. Just over half of the writers | surveyed would most like to
write long-form narrative features, creative non-fiction, essays, and investigative journalism. How-
ever, few find opportunities to pursue this type of work and to be compensated adequately for it.
Other reports reveal a discrepancy between the type of writing freelancers most want to pursue
(periodicals, books, and American magazines, which pay more) and the type of writing most do:
writing for corporate clients and shorter magazine pieces that are faster to produce (PWAC 2006).
As one writer says, “I've built my career on the ‘service’ journalism industry. It's paid my bills and
helped establish my reputation and skills, but | would like to do more meaningful, issues-related
writing. | do some, but there are probably three or four bill-payers for every piece I'm truly proud of”.
Increasingly, freelancers view their journalistic work, which motivated them to become freelancers
in the first place, as a luxury to indulge in when time and money permit. These experiences trouble
the concept of relative autonomy.

Because antagonism lies at the core of Marx’s concept of exploitation and because capitalist
production is “inherently, structurally a site of contestation” (Wayne 2003, 13), it is useful to con-
ceive of cultural work as a site of struggle (see also Artz 2006). This conception is acknowledged in
some studies of cultural work, where struggle manifests as tension between “artistic desires for
creative autonomy” and the requirements of profit-oriented cultural production (Banks 2007, 6;
Ryan 1992). A broader conception, however, views this struggle as labour-focused, as contestation
over the terms of commodification and exploitation of labour power. Autonomist Marxist theorizing
is useful here, as this approach begins from the notion that workers actively resist capitalist exploi-
tation and enclosure, and that capital reacts to worker resistance, which always has the potential to
escape capital’s control. This cycle, in turn, generates new strategies and tactics of struggle among
workers that threatens capitalism anew (Cleaver 2000; Brophy and de Peuter 2007, 178). As capi-
tal extends relations of exploitation, workers seek meaningful and autonomous forms of work. Au-
tonomists view the move toward flexible work as partly motivated by workers themselves. For ex-
ample, in his schema of the “precarious labour personas” found along a continuum of precarity in
contemporary capitalism, Greig de Peuter (2011, 419, 420) argues that “the autonomous worker” —
typified in freelance cultural workers — is subject to flexibility “instituted from above” but also desires
this type of labour arrangement (see also Ross 2009; Vosko 2010; Hesmondhalgh and Baker
2011). As de Peuter (2011, 420) writes, “the autonomous worker is immanent to a genealogy in
which the pursuit of flexible work in immaterial production is a decision taken in an act of self-
determination and as a conscious rejection of standard work.”

It is useful to consider freelance writers in this way. As journalism developed into a mass indus-
try in the late nineteenth century, journalists were proletarianized, or brought under a system of
wage labour, which standardized the labour of reporting (Smythe 1980). The introduction of formu-
laic news writing geared toward a mass audience challenged writers’ independence and degraded
the craft of writing (Carey 1969). Even as journalists gained professional status through unioniza-
tion, many grew frustrated with anonymity, wage dependency, and routine conditions of work
(Smythe 1980). Freelancing offered escape from reporters’ descent into “a white collar proletariat”
(Kaul 1986, 47) and the newsroom grind. Although the decision to work freelance is no longer a
choice for most, many freelancers retain this spirit, seeking autonomy, the ability to pursue interest-



152 Nicole S. Cohen

ing and creative work, flexibility, and control over the terms of commodification of their labour pow-
er. Freelancing can also represent a more politicized conception of work and how it should be or-
ganized, hinting at a radical conception of a “refusal of work” and escape from the wage relation
(Weeks 2011). As Andrew Beck (2003, 4) notes, freelance cultural work can be viewed simultane-
ously as “labour at the margins” and as “a last space of resistance”".

As media industries continue to contract out work, as states envision entrepreneurial, creative
cities populated with self-employed workers, with the rise of co-working spaces to absorb office-
less workers, and with no shortage of work to be done, it would seem that the time of the freelancer
has arrived (Horowitz 2011). However, freelance wages are generally low, incomes are intermit-
tent, and workers are experiencing intensified precarity. These conditions demonstrate that in re-
sponse to worker resistance, capital adjusts its strategies to exploit those who have seemingly
escaped the wage relation, a continuation of labour-capital antagonisms.

The struggle takes on new dimensions as workers begin collectively organizing to address and
resist precarious conditions. Alongside established unions in the film and television industries,
workers in sectors not often considered sites of labour, such as modelling, art, and writing, are
identifying and challenging conditions of their exploitation. Cultural workers in a range of sectors
are reaffirming their status as workers by embracing the term “precariat,” whose roots lie in Euro-
pean social and protest movements (Prickett 2012; Standing 2011; de Peuter 2011). Canadian
freelance writers, who have historically organized in professional associations, are turning to union
models to collectively improve low wages and exploitative contracts (N. Cohen 2011). The US-
based National Writers Union has launched a “Pay The Writer!” campaign to protest free labour
online and to set a fair wage scale for online freelance journalists. Canadian Artists’ Representa-
tion/le Front des artistes Canadiens (CARFAC), which represents visual artists in Canada, is de-
manding payment for artists when paintings are re-sold, as the labour power embedded in their
work generates surplus value for sellers (CBC News 2011). Building on CARFAC’s model, artists in
New York City formed Working Artists in the Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.) to organize around the
demand that artists be paid for their labour in gallery shows. Also in New York, The Model Alliance
was formed to recognize modelling as work and to challenge the exploitative relations that underpin
models’ affective labour (de Peuter 2012). Key to these initiatives is that cultural workers are nam-
ing and addressing the precise conditions of their exploitation.

Emergent efforts by cultural workers to collectively organize are significant for those concerned
with labour movement renewal. These initiatives are attempting to organize the unorganized, often
through experimental formations that could serve as “test cases” for how to organize precarious
workers in a flexible economy (de Peuter 2010). These initiatives are raising awareness of labour
struggles and power relations in industries that are generally under the labour movement’s radar,
either by establishing alliances with trade unions or by organizing outside of union structures. Un-
derpinning these efforts are not demands to return to standard forms of employment, but rather
policy proposals and demands that can build worker power outside of any particular workplace;
demands that aim to reclaim non-standard work as a viable option for autonomous, flexible, yet
secure work (de Peuter 2011; Vosko 2010). It remains to be seen if these efforts can build solidari-
ty with the labour movement and politicize cultural workers, or if organizations will reinforce the
individualism and entrepreneurialism underscoring cultural work under neoliberalism (Abrahamian
2012; N. Cohen 2011). Yet these initiatives signify changes underway that could have implications
for labour politics and the way culture is produced.

As the rise in cultural worker organizing demonstrates, it is crucial to identify the processes,
practices, and social relations that undermine autonomy in cultural work so that they can be inter-
rupted. The need to disrupt the feelings of inevitability and self-responsibility that still pervade many
cultural workers’ outlooks is urgent, and requires a critical political economy approach that under-
stands material conditions as “always active, always unsettled, always subject to change” (Artz
2006, 45). After all, in some of Marx’s most famous ([1888] 1978c) words, the point is not just to
interpret the world, but to change it.
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1. Introduction

The current global crisis of capitalism has inspired numerous social theorists to both revitalize
and reinvent many of the key arguments and trails within Marx’s magnum opus Capital. Without
any other comparison to the increasing body of literature that draws on Capital, this article will be
yet one more attempt to connect to the seminal work that has been counted out so many times
before by the apologetics of capitalism.

The purpose of this article is to discuss Marx’s (1867, 1990) theory of original/primitive accumu-
lation (“urspringliche Akkumulation”), described in the first volume of Capital, and its relevance for
analyzing the role of (mass) media, online communication and communication systems, in the pro-
cess of capital accumulation. In order to revitalize Marx’s argument in Capital, the theory of origi-
nal/primitive accumulation is updated in relation to Harvey’s (2003; 2006; 2010a) theory of “accu-
mulation by dispossession”. Harvey draws on Marx’s discussion of primitive accumulation in order
to unfold the neo-liberal shift within the development of global capitalism.

Following a basic theoretical understanding of primitive accumulation and accumulation by dis-
possession the article addresses two key ideological aspects of news media content and media
structures in relation to the processes of accumulation by dispossession. The article examines the
media representation of social struggle against capital accumulation, and how news media content
and news media systems facilitate capital accumulation in the finance sector. Furthermore the arti-
cle taps into how surplus value is produced in the realm of Internet use, particularly Web 2.0, and
the development of communication technology. Here, some thoughts on how everyday Web surfing
could be understood as surplus labour and how users are transformed into commodities will be
addressed. In relation to the discussion on everyday online activities, Marx’s theory of origi-
nal/primitive accumulation provides an understanding of new forms of exploitation by the appropria-
tion of intellectual assets and creativity in the field of cultural production, distribution and communi-
cation in the Web 2.0. Here the article discusses how the commaodification of free time, the self and
social relations, play a key part in the political economy of social media and the Internet. Included is
also a short section that discusses if Internet surveillance, and the commercial gathering, owning
and processing of personal information, could be understood as an underlying threat to subjects,
and a part of what Zizek (2008) defines as the objective violence of capitalist exploitation.
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The article combines the results of empirical research on news media with examples of how the
everyday use of social media and intellectual assets and creativity in the field of cultural produc-
tion/distribution could be explained through a Marxist theory of capital accumulation in a time of
systemic crisis. Harvey’s updated version of Marx’s notion of original/primitive accumulation pro-
vides a strong argument for understanding the recent development of late capitalism.

2. The Process of Capital Accumulation

The immanent driving force of capitalism is the endless accumulation of capital, a process
where capital is accumulated for the sake of accumulation, or as Marx (1867,1990, 595) put it “ac-
cumulation for accumulation’s sake, production for production’s sake”. The very basic formula of
capital accumulation, outlined by Marx (1885,1992) in the second volume of Capital, draws on how
capital is circulated through several key phases:

M —C (Lp/Mp)...P (v/c)...C' — M’

To put it simple - the accumulation of capital is obtained by the circulation of capital, where money
(M) is transformed into commodities (C) by the purchase of labour power (Lp) and means of pro-
duction (Mp). To secure accumulation, the money needs to be greater in the end of the process
than in the beginning, which means that the value of the produced commaodity is higher than the
value of the commodities used as inputs. In the production process the value of labour power and
the means of production take the form of productive capital (P) when attached to the produced
commodity. The value of labour force (v) equals the costs of the labour power bought (wages) and
the value form of means of production (c) equals the cost of the means used (constant capital). So,
surplus value is generated when the commaodity is sold at a higher price than the costs of produc-
tion, which is made possible by surplus labour (unpaid labour time). So what basically creates sur-
plus value is the amount of labour time that is not paid for by the capitalists. When the produced
commodity (C’) is sold, capital once again enters the process of circulation in the form of (new)
money (M’), and; the process of capital accumulation is thereby maintained (Marx 1867, 1990;
Harvey 1982, 2006, 156ff; Fuchs 2011, 138).

Marx’s theory of capital accumulation is highly complex and detailed (the whole second volume
of Capital is basically an outline of the trails of capital accumulation), but its still possible to simplify
it in this manner without losing too much of its inner nature. Under ordinary circumstances, capital
accumulation is secured through expanded reproduction1. In this process of reproduction, not only
commodities and surplus value are reproduced, but also the whole relationship between capital
and labour — between capitalists and wage labourers (Marx 1967/1990, 578). And since surplus
value relies on the exploitative relation between capital and labour force, the circulation of capital is
ultimately the reproduction of exploited wage labour by capitalists. The commodity labour power
(Lp) is subordinated to processes of absolute or relative exploitation. The former refers to the ex-
tension of the amount of time each worker needs to put in, and the latter to the intensification of the
labour process (Mosco 2009, 131).

The circulation of capital is an endless process, and given the inner contradictions of accumula-
tion, capitalism eventually faces systemic crisis. The historical Marxist debates over what type of
crises capitalism is undergoing tend to shift. Luxemburg (1913/2003) stresses the problems of un-
der-consumption to explain systemic crises, but under-consumption is hardly a sufficient explana-
tion of the crises within capitalism today. Harvey argues that capitalism is currently facing an over-
accumulation crisis®, because we are experiencing a situation “when both surplus capital and la-
bour exist but there are no way to bring them together” (Harvey 2006, 96). The over-accumulation
crisis manifests itself when there are superfluous commodities, money and productive capacity
form simultaneously with a surplus of labour power, but with the lack of “profitable opportunities” for
capital to expand (Harvey 2003, 88). In order to deal with an over-accumulation crisis, capital tries
to expand reproduction through temporal or spatial shifts. Harvey (2003, 89) calls these “spatio-
temporal fixes”. For example, by investing surplus capital and labour in long-term (large scale pub-

' Marx (1867, 1990, 711ff) distinguishes between "simple reproduction” and "expanded reproduction” (Marx 1867, 1990;
1885, 1992). Simple reproduction is basically the reproduction of capital-labour relations without any accumulation of capi-
tal.

% The definition of what characterizes over-accumulation crises is highly simplified here, since systemic crises tend to
inherit several dimensions (see Harvey 2003; 2006; 2010b, for a more in-depth analysis of systemic crises, & see Fuchs
2011, for an overview of different contemporary crises-explanations).
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lic) projects, or by relocating the surplus of capital and labour to other geographical spaces (Harvey
2006, 96). Capitalists have a tendency to expand reproduction geographically by relocating the
purchases of labour power or means of production elsewhere, and thus creating new spaces for
the accumulation of capital. Since capitalism is a global system, expanded reproduction often re-
sults in a situation where crises are moved around geographically. The spatio-temporal fixes are
reliant on and thrive from the advancement of communication technology and systems. Advance-
ments in transport and communication that compresses time-space relations are therefore at the
heart of temporal or spatial shifts. In search for new ways to invest surplus capital, capitalists also
strive to appropriate new forms of labour and new resources, both material (such as natural re-
sources), and immaterial (such as knowledge), into the circulation of capital. By doing so, it is pos-
sible to create surplus value from previously unexploited work and resources. One way to under-
stand the process of appropriation of labour and resources, in contemporary over-accumulation
crises is by looking back at the origins of the capitalist mode of production. In order to explain the
relation between geographical imperialism and global capital, Harvey (2003; 2006; 2010a) draws
on Marx’s discussion of “urspriingliche” or primitive accumulation in the first volume of Capital, in
order to unfold the neo-liberal shift in our contemporary societies.

2.1. Primitive Accumulation

In Marx’s (1867, 1990, ch.26) discussion in Capital, primitive accumulation is the process in
which pre-capitalist modes of production are transformed into capitalism - it is the starting point of
the capitalist mode of production. Thus it is also the process, in which the producers are separated
from their means of production and where they are transformed into wage labourers that are sold
on the market (i.e. labour power becomes a commaodity). So primitive accumulation also constitutes
the very process, in which the working class is formed:

The capital-relation presupposes a complete separation between the workers and the owner-
ship of the conditions for the realization of their labour. As soon as capitalist production stands
on its own feet, it not only maintains this separation, but reproduces it on a constantly extend-
ing scale. The process, therefore, which creates the capital-relation can be nothing other than
the process which divorces the worker from the ownership of the conditions of his own labour;
it is a process which operates two transformations, whereby the social means of subsistence
and production are turned into capital, and the immediate producers are turned into wage-
labourers. So-called primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else than the historical pro-
cess of divorcing the producer from the means of production. It appears as ‘primitive’, be-
cause it forms the pre-history of capital and of the mode of production corresponding to capi-
tal. (Marx 1867/1990, 874-875)

In Marx’s depiction of how the old feudal system was transformed into capitalism, the liberal ver-
sion of capitalism mounting like a natural evolution of capital is confronted by a much blunter ver-
sion of reality. The transformation of the feudalist system was a process marked by a brutal and
often violent expropriation of capital. The enclosure of the commons, the colonial system, imperial-
ism, the use of slave labour, the expulsion of peasant populations forced into industrial wage la-
bour, etc., were often violent. So in Marx’s version of the “urspriingliche” or primitive accumulation,
violence plays a central part. As Marx (1867,1990, 875) argues in a famous statement in Capital,
“...the history of this, their expropriation, is written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and
fire”. Undoubtedly Marx’s depiction of the historical process of capital is only partly true; there were
also peaceful or at least less violent transformations (Harvey 2010a, 304f). Nevertheless, Marx
exposed the liberal myth, painting a picture of a smooth transformation originated from the shoul-
ders of hardworking men with specialized labour skills that became employers — that story was
anything but true.

For the labourer, the process of primitive accumulation was double sided, workers were set free
from the feudal oppression system, slavery, etc. just to become entrapped in a new relation of ex-
ploitation, the system of wage labour — indirect forced labour. Or as Marx argues in Grundrisse, in a
comment on the indignation of a former slave master on the fact that slaves were freed from bond-
age, but did not become wage labourers in the plantations owned by the latter:

They have ceased to be slaves, but not in order to become wage laborers, but, instead, self-
sustaining peasants working for their own consumption. As far as they are concerned, capital
does not exist as capital, because autonomous wealth as such can exist only either on the
basis of direct forced labour, slavery, or indirect forced labour, wage labour. (Marx 1857/1993,
326)
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We will return to some contemporary examples of how self-sufficient peasantry and collectively
owned and organized agricultural production (mobilized in the form of social movements such as
Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra [MST] and Via Campesina) is fighting the expul-
sion and enforcements of populations into wage-labour, and how media plays a crucial part in justi-
fying the expulsions in the name of economic development.

So, if primitive accumulation is the starting point of the capitalist mode of production, how could
it help us understand processes of capital accumulation in contemporary late capitalism? Harvey
(2003; 2005; 2006; 2010a) argues, inspired by Luxemburg (1913/2003), that many of the specific
features of primitive accumulation are highly visible in today’s modern neo-liberal capitalism. For
Marx the ‘normal’ process of accumulation is expanded reproduction, but Luxemburg (1913/2003)
argued that the continuous accumulation of capital also inherited a “primitive” feature. This formed
one key argument in her theory of imperialism - capital always creates new geographical spaces of
exploitation, or “capitalism’s penetration of non-capitalist societies” (Callinicos 2009, 40). Luxem-
burg’s theory can also be used for understanding how other milieus outside the circulation of capi-
tal are colonised by capital. Marxist feminists have attached Luxemburg’s idea of colonialism to the
reproductive work done by women in the household (Hartsock 2006). Reproductive work consti-
tutes “an inner colony and milieu of primitive accumulation”, by ensuring the reproduction of (male)
wage labourer (Fuchs 2011, 282).

Harvey (2006) argues that current accumulation of capital inherits characteristics from the origi-
nal process as well. In fact, accumulation through expanded reproduction and by dispossession
“are organically linked, dialectically intertwined” with each other (Harvey 2003, 176). There are at
least two key arguments that locate specific features of primitive accumulation (embedded) in
modern capitalist reproduction. First there are numerous examples of population expulsion and
appropriations of land (particularly in Latin America and Asia), there are violent extractions of natu-
ral resources (all over the global south); and there is systematic and sometimes extreme violence
against those who struggle against these processes all over the global south. The level of violence
has also been intensified in some instances (Harvey 2010a, 308). Secondly, it seems that the on-
going reproduction of capitalism continues to involve some of the characteristics of primitive accu-
mulation, such as increasing national debt and what Marx (1867/1990, 777ff) identified as the
growing credit system. The whole endeavour of the financial credits and loans handed out by IMF
and the World Bank have a striking resemblance to the emerging credit system and the state as
actor in processes of privatization several hundred years ago. Harvey (2003; 2005; 2006; 2010a)
describes these features of primitive accumulation as “accumulation by dispossession". It could be
described as the (futile) neo-liberal answer to a continuous decline in global growth (Harvey 2003,
145; 2006, 42). Accumulation by dispossession is characterized by four key elements: privatization,
financialization, the management and manipulation of crises and state redistributions (Harvey
2006)

2.1.1. Privatization

Accumulation by dispossession is manifested by the privatization of public assets - the appro-
priation of the commons. These privatizations include everything from natural resources (water,
land, air), infrastructure (public transport, telecommunications, energy supplies), social systems of
redistribution, social services, healthcare, education, public institutions, public housing, warfare,
and so on, basically anything that is not already included in the circulation of capital. There is also a
privatization of immaterial assets such as knowledge, genetic material, and reproduction process-
es. All these areas, which previously were outside capital accumulation because they were regard-
ed as commons, public services, of national interest, etc., are appropriated to different degrees in
the neo-liberal model of capitalism. By adding them to the circulation of capital they are incorpo-
rated into capitalist property relations, thus they also transform the social relations of subjects in
society. Students, patients, water drinkers, citizens, etc., are transformed into clients, customers
and buyers of goods and services as commodities. The process of accumulation by dispossession
is therefore ultimately a process of social exploitation. The contemporary process of privatization
has been defined by Indian writer and activist Arundhati Roy (2001 in Harvey 2006, 44-45) as a
“barbaric dispossession on a scale that has no parallel in history”.

Processes of privatization can be swift and clean without any particularly struggle or use of
force, this is predominantly the case in the global north where the state has been the main propa-
gator of privatizations. But the processes of dispossession in the global south are often followed by
harsh or violent expulsions of rural populations and appropriations of everyday natural resources
(Harvey 2006, 45). Sometimes the outcome of dispossessions is open social struggle and some-
times capital even loses. This was the case during the water wars in Cochabamba, Bolivia, in the
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late 1990s. During a wave of privatizations orchestrated by the IMF, the city’s public drinking water
was sold to the US-owned company Bechtel, which resulted in increasing water prices and a limita-
tion of supplies. The dispossession of water resulted in a hard struggle for the right to water as
basic human asset, which ultimately forced the city to re-buy the water rights (Olivera and Lewis
2004). So processes of privatization can also sharpen class struggle and class-consciousness in
various ways.

Privatization also includes warfare. War is in fact an increasingly commodified endeavour,
where private companies make huge profits in security and torture. Warfare is simply a process in
which huge transfer of government funding to private owned capital takes place. Luxemburg’s
(1913, 2003, 434) discussion of “militarism as a province of accumulation” of the early 20th-century
could basically be an explanation of today’s late capitalist imperialism, in which the military-
industrial complex plays a key role in facilitating expanded reproduction of capital and ‘creating’
new spaces of exploitation by violence and destruction (Zizek 2009).

The appropriation of public assets by dispossession creates the appearance of a growing ac-
cumulation because new areas of exploitation and processes of surplus value are added to the
circulation of capital.

2.1.2. Financialization

The second characteristic of accumulation by dispossession is financialization. The enor-
mous increase in financial capital is intertwined with deregulations of markets, a rapid development
of information and communication technology and the processes of privatization. Speculation in the
capitalist financial system has contributed to an apparent economical growth through major capital
redistributions. The financial system holds a particularly important position in the “thievery” of public
assets such as pensions (Harvey 2006, 45). The on-going build-up of fictitious capital, through
hedge funds, ponzi schemes and asset stripping, together with an overall emphasis on stock value,
generates an apparent economical growth. These processes were depicted as one main factor
when the global economic crisis set in 2008. Financialization, and the increasing importance of the
financial sector, also mark the stagnation phase in the so-called Kondratiev cycles that distinguish
growth and stagnation within the capitalist world system over historical periods (Arrighi 2010). Marx
(1867, 1990, 920) stressed the importance of the credit system in order to understand the growing
power of capital over states and the rapid (spatial) centralization of capital. As an example the IMF
and the World Bank are doing the job by setting “up micro-credit and micro-finance institutions to
capture what is called ‘the wealth at the bottom of the pyramid’ and then suck out all that wealth to
support ailing international financial institutions...and use that wealth to pay the asset and merger
games...” (Harvey 2010a, 272). Media researcher Almiron (2010) highlights the growing relation-
ship between financial capital and news media organizations. News media are increasingly de-
pendent on financial actors, such as banks, and therefore financialization has profound conse-
quences on news practices and content (Almiron, 2010).

2.1.3. The Management and Manipulation of Crises

Third, the neo-liberal turn in capitalism has resulted in orchestrated economic crises. Cri-
ses permit rapid redistribution of assets and economic shock therapy in the form of structural ad-
justment programs. Orchestrated crises were more or less the rule in Latin America during the
1980s and the 1990s. Debt crisis in single countries enabled quick changes to the IMF's structural
adjustment programs, and thereby transformed the national economies according to the neo-liberal
model propagated by transnational institutions such as IMF and the World Bank. These provoked
crises resulted in a massive relocation of capital and created an apparent accumulation of capital.
The crises produced a large population of unemployed labour force that created “a pool of low
wage surplus labour convenient for further accumulation” (Harvey 2006, 47). These crises also
expose the use of violence that is applied in order to secure the interest of capital. The violence
emanating in the intersection of capital and states is manifested through brutal suppression of pro-
tests, labour organizing and social movements all over the global south.

2.1.4. State Redistribution

In neo-liberal capitalism, the state is transformed into the most central actor in the redistribution
(privatization) of public assets. The privatization of the public sector, or large cuts in the funding of
public services, constitutes the fourth key element in accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2006,
48). There are numerous examples of how the state, despite the political character of the ruling
government, has played a key role in processes of privatization. For example; the privatization of
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the pension system under fascist dictatorship (in Chile 1980), during social-democratic govern-
ments (in Sweden in the late 1990s) and during the Peronist rule in Argentina (in the 1990s), privat-
ization of public housing in the UK during Thatcher’s government in the 1980s, during both social-
democratic and centre-right wing (local) governments in Sweden over the past fifteen years, and
the privatization of agricultural land during the nationalist rule [PRI] in Mexico in the 1990s. The list
of privatizations is almost endless. In the greater perspective, state redistributions spawn massive
relocations of public assets to private ownership. The transfer of public assets into the private sec-
tor is not only about the privatization of social services such as education, health care, social work,
infrastructure, pensions, etc., but it also involves pure money transfers to the business sector in the
form of bank rescue programs and government investment in the private sector. In the U.S. the
“corporate welfare programs” which signify the neo-liberal turn, have resulted in an enormous re-
distribution of taxpayer’'s money into the hands of the private sector (Harvey 2006, 49).

The effects of state redistribution are sometimes violent. There are several cases of direct war-
fare against social mobilization, for example against social movements in Chiapas and Oaxaca,
Mexico, trade unionists in Colombia, the organized landless rural workers in the MST in Brazil, the
Adivasi in India, and so on. State redistribution may also involve a more latent symbolic violence
against people who are forced from their homes due to property speculation that surfaced in the
aftermath of the large privatization of public housing (as in London), or the expulsion of large popu-
lations caused by the private expropriation of natural resources (everywhere in the global South).
The formation of such indirect violence is a key attribute in several processes in late capitalism. We
will now tap into what distinguishes the violence of original/primitive accumulation in relation to our
contemporary era of new imperialism through accumulation by dispossession.

2.2. The Role of Violence in the Process of Accumulation

In order to understand the neo-liberal turn in capitalist accumulation and the processes that
mark the global expansion of capital, we must consider how global capital is connected to territorial
geo-politics in a neo-imperialist manner. Primitive accumulation or accumulation by dispossession
is basically a form of imperialism (Harvey 2003). Capitalism inherits a contradiction between the
global expansion of capital, and a territorial logic of power (geopolitical behaviour of nation states)
(Harvey 2006, 105). Harvey's (2003) analysis of imperialism shows that geopolitical rivalry and
global capital accumulation coincide and reshape the basis of accumulation. The analysis of capital
accumulation and the geopolitical development that consists of both primitive accumulation and
expanded reproduction reveal that violence plays a central role in the expansion of the capitalist
world system. Violence is simply part of the inner logic of accumulation, it surfaces when its needed
as a necessary component in securing the “right” of capital. Wallerstein (2001:29) argues that the
problems of expansion in a period of systemic crisis will be accompanied with potentially more vio-
lent capital expansion. Parallel to the political decline due to the weakening position of nation states
in relation to transnational institutions such as the IMF/WB, the process will undoubtedly increase
the amount of daily violence in the world system. Violence emerges at the intersection of global
capital accumulation, especially in the accumulation by dispossession, and the territorial geopolitics
of the U.S. as the leading hegemon in the world. So violence is inevitably part of a system that
breeds further economic and social inequality, and thus it can be understood as an intra-systemic
necessity.

Let us now turn to the specific role of violence in the accumulation by dispossession. The capi-
talist system relies on both active and underlying violence, as means of securing accumulation and
the private control over the means of production. Zizek (2008) distinguishes between subjective
and objective violence. Subjective violence, such as interpersonal aggression, crime, terror or the
repressive apparatus of the state, is overt and exercised with a specific intent of some sort (patho-
logical, political, patriarchal, religious, etc.). Objective violence is on the other hand built into the
practices of capitalism, and manifested in overt discrimination, structural racism, economic destitu-
tion, or other forms of more subtle exploitation. The two forms of violence are relational. Subjective
violence, for example the suburban riots in cities like Paris and London, can be comprehended in
its relation to objective violence, the annihilation of social trust caused by economic exploitation,
expulsion, racism and discrimination. Subjective violence is just the more visible of the two (Zizek
2008). As objective violence could be viewed as a consequence of the exploitative social relations
in capitalism, it also appears as an underlying threat of violent acts against those who contest it. In
this sense, the objective violence is part of what Gramsci defines as the consent of hegemony, a
form of violence that intertwines the two forms of capitalist dominance, force and consent, or to put
it in Gramsci’s (1929-35, 1971, 263) words: “hegemony protected by the armour of coercion”. Sub-
jective and objective violence are two different manifestations of systemic violence constituted in
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relation to socio-political power and economic exploitation. The global capitalist accumulation by
dispossession is often marked with overt systemic violence in the form of crisis therapy, physical
destruction of traditional means of production, and material expropriation through warfare and oc-
cupation, as we have seen in Iraq (Zizek 2009,17), and by an increasingly violent, economic im-
poverishment of subjects in the global South (Ekman 2011). Violence becomes a common feature
of capitalist exploitation processes, much so because the system tends to increase an extreme
asymmetry in the distribution of assets during processes of expropriation. Objective violence also
includes symbolic violence, or what Galtung (1990) defines as “cultural violence”. It refers to those
aspects of culture that “can be used to justify or legitimize direct or structural violence” (Galtung
1990, 291). So in relation to Zizek’s model, cultural violence could include those aspects of news
media that legitimize the use of force against social mobilization and protests, or to news media
that justifies war.

So, in conclusion, we can view the historical processes of primitive accumulation preceding the
capitalist mode of production, i.e. as a historical formation, characterized by colonialism, imperial-
ism, mass expulsions of populations, the creations of mass industries, the working class and capi-
talists. But we can also consider primitive accumulation as a continuation of characteristics that are
embedded in the capitalist mode of production. The never-ending appropriation of labour and re-
courses through time and space, forced into capitalist property relations, are undoubted tainted by
many of the features described by Marx (1867, 1990). At the end, the main feature of primitive ac-
cumulation is the forced separation of means of production from the producers.

3. The General Role of Media and Communication in the Accumulation of
Capital

There is a bundle of theoretical and empirical work that draws on Marx’s theory of capital in or-
der to understand the role of media and communication in the accumulation of capital (cf. Mosco
2009; McChesney 2007). Fuchs (2011, 141ff) distinguishes between several aspects, both internal
to media and communication (as industries) and external to media and communication (as general
accounts) that might illuminate its specific role in the processes of capital accumulation. | will only
touch upon a couple of aspects that could be useful in order to understand media and communica-
tion in relation to primitive accumulation or accumulation by dispossession. The first aspect deals
with the ideological dimension of media content and the structural relations between news systems
and the financial sector. The ideological element is crucial to the reproduction of capitalism in vari-
ous ways, economically, politically, juridical and so forth. For example, the media have a powerful
position in reifying social relations by normalizing and facilitating the privatization of everyday life.
For example, media content produces the audiences as consumers of goods and services. The
aim here is not to evoke too much of the historical discussion of ideology critique, but to distin-
guishes some core ideological elements in relation to accumulation by dispossession. Second, the
discussion on how the free time of individuals is appropriated and transformed into surplus labour,
touches upon the notion of how social media work as an infrastructure for advertisement that ad-
vances capital accumulation (cf. Fuchs 2011, 149). Social media and modern information technol-
ogy are crucial in the compression of time and space in the everyday circulation of commodities.
We are, when using smart-phones, going online, and so on, constantly targeted as consumers. In
fact, most parts of the Internet have been commercialized, and processes of commaodification con-
stantly subjugate users. There is not much that separates commercial from non-commercial con-
tent on the Internet (Hesmondhalgh 2007, 259).

3.1. News Media and the Naturalization of Accumulation by Dispossession

| would like to address a couple of cases, in which both structural and ideological dimensions
of news media could be pinpointed in relation to processes of primitive accumulation and accumu-
lation by dispossession. The first case discusses the role of news in relation to the privatization of
public services and how news media coincide with the interest of, and facilitates the practices of,
the financial sector (cf. Almiron 2010; Hope 2010). The second example deals with the media rep-
resentation of the global justice movement, global protests and the World Social Forum in Swedish
mass media (Ekman 2011).

3.1.1. Endorsing Privatization and Facilitating Financialization

In the 1980s and the 1990s most of the countries in the world were swept along the wave
of privatizations that mark the neo-liberal turn in the global capitalist system. In Sweden, where the
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public sector previously was well developed and economically prioritized, processes of deregula-
tion and privatization transpired in an increasing speed. The situation in Sweden reflected, more or
less, the tendencies that were visible in the rest of Western Europe. In correspondence to the rapid
wave of privatization in the 1990s the noun “market™ emerged as one of the most prominent
agents in the news on economical matters (cf. Martenson 2003; Viscovi 2006). The representation
of the “market” as a unified actor, which reacts on political decisions, declares which political actors
are good or bad, and decides on how to view the overall economic condition, changed the dis-
course of news reporting on economical matters (Martenson 2003). The mediated notion of the
“‘market” emerged as an ideological element to the neo-liberal turn and the massive deregulation of
the capitalist economy. In correspondence to the emergence of the “market”, news turned to the
financial sector, and the stock market became a prevailing feature. This also meant that actors
from the financial sector tended to dominate as experts in the everyday news flow. The representa-
tion of economic issues were signified by a shift from labour markets, unions, etc. to the financial
markets and the construction of the mediated citizen as a private-economic subject (as opposed to
wage-labourer, or someone outside the realm of finance speculation) (Viscovi 2006). Almiron’s
(2010, 167) study on two leading Spanish newspapers in 2006 shows a similar result. Financial
actors and indicators dominate the news, and Almiron (2010, 167) conclude that: “the lack of inde-
pendent journalistic investigation in most of the information was almost absolute”. The paradigm
shift within the news, identified by Martenson (2003) and Viscovi (2006), corresponded with the
process of financialization in accumulation by dispossession.

Let's consider one specific Swedish case that signifies the role of news media in endorsing pri-
vatization by facilitating the transfer of ordinary people’s savings into the financial market, and one
truly global phenomenon that shows how news flows become intertwined with financial flows and
how the interests of financial news coincide with the interests of financial actors.

In June 2000 the publically owned telecommunication company Telia was partly privatized (30
percent was sold to the public). Aimost one million Swedes became shareholders after substantial
commercial advertising (in television, newspapers and in the public space) and after a political
campaign (the whole privatization was endorsed on a personal level by the minister of finance)
aided by news media. In the process of privatizing part of the company, the stock was promoted as
a “people’s—share”4 in the news. This ideological noun was used in order to smoothen out the fact
that the public now could buy something that was already in their possession, and with the oppor-
tunity to make a profit5. For example, a couple of weeks prior to the privatization, the second larg-
est tabloid, Expressen, published several articles endorsing the readers to purchase shares. One
article used the luring headline: “Eight reasons in favor of Telia...This is why the share might be-
come a winner” (Bolander 2000a). Articles, both in tabloids and dailies, used financial actors to
boost the privatization and the opportunity to make a quick profit: “Stock market experts believe in
a killing on the market” (headline in Bolander 2000b), “Telia is predicted a good start. Experts ad-
vise to purchase the new people’'s-share” (headline in Magnusson, 2000). Some articles were just
plain buyers guides: “How to purchase Telia — the new people’s-share” (headline in Norlin, 2000),
“How you can purchase the people’s-share” (headline in Wedel, 2000). The list of articles aiding
the privatization could be extended. The whole construction of a “people’s-share” is very much a
media phenomenon interlinked to the increasing focus on the financial sector. When searching the
largest Swedish press archive Mediearkivet, it reveals that the term “people’s-share” appeared in a
total of 186 articles prior to the privatization of Telia. But from the year 1999, when the privatization
process started, and onwards, it has appeared 1113 times, peaking at 400 articles in the year
2000. The seven biggest Swedish newspapers published 220 articles containing the word “peo-
ple’s-share” in the year 2000 alone.

The privatization of public infrastructures such as telecommunication services corresponds to
similar processes of marketization within news production (Almiron 2010). The mounting commer-
cialization of news and the increasing symbiosis between financial news and the financial sector,
paralleled by limited economic recourses and increasing time limits within journalistic production,
results in a very uncritical journalism (of course with notable exceptions). The harsher conditions of
news journalism as a result of increasing demands of higher profit margins (obtained from what
Marx defines as relative surplus value, 1867, 1990, 429ff), simultaneously with a decrease in sales,
make financial news an easy target for economically well-situated actors in the financial markets.

® The "market” will be used in brackets to signify its ideological status.

* The noun “people’s-share”, corresponds to the concept of the “people’s-home”, a term used to explain the Swedish
welfare model that prevailed in Swedish society during the post WW |Il-period. The concept of a people’s-home, was first
used in 1928 in a speech by Swedish Prime Minister Per Albin Hansson (Meidner 1993, 212).

® However, this was not the case. The share became a huge disappointment, and by 2010 the value was reduced to half
the launching price in 2000 (Dalarnas Tidningar 2010).
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So apart from the obvious role of information and communication technology in facilitating the cir-
culation of capital in the financial markets, the equivalent role of traditional news media should not
be overlooked (cf. Hope 2010).

So, let us now look at a more global phenomenon where news media coincide with the interest
of, and facilitates the practices of, financial markets. We now move to the accumulation of capital
that Marx defines as M-M’, money generated out of money (Marx 1867, 1990, 248). The relation-
ship between news media and the financial sector is not new; on the contrary it goes back to the
very first European newspaper, owned by a banking family (Almiron, 2010, 68). However, as a
consequence of the massive deregulations of the financial sector (banking, credit flows, etc.) and
the emergence of new means for financial speculation through information and communication
technology in the 1990s, information within news media flows and financial flows started to overlap
in real time (Hope 2010, 654). Broadcasters such as Bloomberg and CNBC became engines in the
mounting flow of asset transfers within the financial sector, generating a massive speculative finan-
cial economy. In the 1980s and 90s large television networks fused with the world of financial
transactions, providing vast amounts of financial information to journalists all over the world (Hope
2010). One could argue that finance broadcasting provided the raw material (in the form of digits,
index, rates, financial “expert” discourses, etc.) to news outlets all over the world. This raw material
was then used in producing news in different media settings in different economic and geographical
contexts. A rapid movement on the stock markets somewhere in the global financial system had a
direct impact on both actors in the financial sector as well in the media sector. In the mid 1990s
these medialfinance flows of information were also transferred online, creating an instant flow of
financial information on the Internet. The merger of interests between the field of finance capital
and news journalism that was visible to a certain extent in the 1980s became more or less standard
after the rapid development of information and communication technologies in the 1990s (Hope
2010). In the beginning of the 21% century “most of the top news-media conglomerates have expe-
rienced a huge increase in their financial links and dependencies” (Almiron 2010, 152). So consid-
ering the instant flow of information through communication systems, the growth within the financial
sector exploded in the first years of the past decade. The increase in Web-based financial actors
flourished alongside computer generated algorithmic trading, secrete hedge funds, derivative trad-
ing, asset-stripping, and so on, creating an enormous build-up of fictitious capital. In all this, the
relationship between actors within journalism and in the financial sector became even more
blurred, both in case of ownership and personal interests among journalists. For example, high-
prolific journalists became advisers on financial blogs and the blogosphere “helped to constitute the
informational environments of financial print media and business television channels” (Hope 2010,
660).

The mutual interest between news and the financial sector was a great factor in the (almost) to-
tal failure of journalism in the build up to the economic crisis in 2008 (Almiron, 2010). The general
oblivious attitude among journalists and news producers towards the preceding financial break
down in 2008 have rendered some internal criticism (see for example Schechter 2009; Fraser
2009), but the overall discussion of the political economy of financial news is still marginal outside
critical media research.

So considering the role of financial news outlets and economical journalists, news media have
without a doubt contributed to the increasing speculation in the financial system, by aiding the pro-
cesses of financialization. The ‘superfluousness’ of financial information, instantly transferred
through communication systems, has together with an increasing dependency on, and ownership
by, financial actors, contributed to uncritical news flows on economic issues. You could even argue
that a major part of the financial news is mere an informational infrastructure of finance capital in-
terests. In relation to what Marx (1867/1990, 920) identified as the emerging credit system (what is
basically today’s finance system), the role of banks, credit institutions and other financial actors
could not be understated in relation to the compression of time and space through communications
systems. Undeniably, the function of ICT’s and financial news flows in facilitating the rapid centrali-
zation of capital in the hands of financial institutions, establishes them as key actors much as the
banks and the credit system in the historic processes of primitive accumulation (Marx 1867, 1990).

3.1.2. The Global Justice Movement: Violence and Politics

The global justice movement is at the forefront of the struggle against accumulation by dispos-
session. It is a diverse but socially and politically coherent movement of movements that addresses
the specific relation between capital and processes that resemble the features of primitive accumu-
lation described by Marx. The struggles fought by different social movements are aimed at ongoing
processes of peasant expulsions, privatization of natural recourses, the thievery of land and means
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of production, the suppression of indigenous people, the financial system of debts and structural
adjustment programs, all coerced by national and global capital aided by brute state power. In con-
clusion, the global justice movement could be seen as a social and political reaction to the pro-
cesses that constitute capital accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2010a, 313).

The mobilizations against a series of global summits towards the end of the last millennium be-
came visible to a transnational public during the WTO-meeting in Seattle in late November 1999.
Following an explosion of protests around the world at similar events, the Global Justice Movement
made headline news all over the world (Klein 2001). Through the creation of the World Social Fo-
rum (WSF) in 2001, the diverse political resistance generated by the dispossession of labour, re-
sources and land, constituted a common ground. The World Social Forum facilitates a unique
space for discussions, meetings, seminars, and social contacts that generates diverse political
collaborations, platforms, campaigns, and decisions (Sen and Waterman 2009). In short - the WSF
and the global justice movement represent the first step in organizing global resistance against
capital in an age that has been characterized as post-political (Mouffe 2008).

So, how did the social mobilizations of the global justice movement come to the fore in (Swe-
dish) mainstream news? On the one hand, the more moderate political issues connected to the
features of accumulation by dispossession such as debt relief, financial speculation and the conse-
quences of deregulations, did make it into the news flow. The demand for debt relief, taxes on fi-
nancial speculation and the right to certain basic goods (particularly water), were addressed in the
mainstream, and sometimes even endorsed by political commentators and actors outside the glob-
al justice movement. On the other hand, at the end, it also became clear that most of the represen-
tation focused on the social and political impossibilities of achieving any larger changes within the
global economic system. When political action was represented in the news media, such as in the
mobilization for a total debt relief, the framing neglected the long-going struggle among social
movements against the structural adjustment programs of the IMF and the World Bank. Instead
representatives of Western governments were given credit for putting the issue on the agenda of
global summits (Ekman 2011). A similar conclusion could be drawn from research made on US
news media. As Lance Bennett and colleagues conclude from their study on US news media: “Per-
haps the greatest irony in the journalistic construction of the globalization debate is that WEF elites
were given disproportionate credit for issues that activists had long before defined and attempted to
get into the news on their own terms” (Bennett et al. 2004, 450). The struggles of large social
movements against accumulation by dispossession were mostly ignored and when they did come
to the fore in the news, their struggles were often depicted as obsolete. In the dominating liberal
discourse on globalization, peasant mobilization and struggle were framed as something that
stalled wider economic progress and prosperity in the global south. At least this was the case in the
mainstream reporting on the political agenda of the World Social Forum (Ekman 2011).

More radical political issues that confronted the very rationale of global economic and political
structures were less visible; instead much of the news coverage tended to focus either on what
was framed as a political and social incoherence of the global justice movement or at the violence
occurring during the protests. In the case of the global protests against summits, the political di-
mension in the news flow was totally subordinated to reports about violence, or even reports about
potential violence. The latter was manifested by news reports on upcoming protests as violent
threats, as unavoidable violent confrontations, and even as non-present violence (through com-
ments on the surprisingly peaceful character of demonstrations) (Ekman 2011, 136). When political
matters were addressed, the global justice movement was described negatively in relation to the
dominant institutional practices and processes in summits (Ekman 2011).

A closer look at the representation of violence reveals that it constitutes one of the primary ex-
pectations in the news reporting. The focus on violence forms an element in a far-reaching histori-
cal understanding of protests, which is naturalized in the discursive practices between journalism
and state/police institutions (cf. Halloran, Elliot and Murdock 1970; Murdock 1981; Carter and
Weaver 2003; Doyle 2003; Cottle 2006). Mediated violence tends to reproduce a police-based law
and order discourse, and works as a rationalization of power, in which journalism first and foremost
reproduces the image of systemic violence as necessary for protecting citizens and for maintaining
general order in relation to organized violent protests (cf. Wahl-Jorgensen 2003). So, mediated
violence could be viewed as a double-edged sword in relation to the social mobilization of the glob-
al justice movement. On the one hand, news media dismiss part of the protests and the protesters
for being violent. On the other hand, news media legitimize and justifies systemic violence by main-
ly disseminating a police discourse of law and order (cf. Galtung 1990). For example, in the news
representation of the mobilization against the WTO-meeting in Cancun 2003, news media natural-
ized the militarization of the meeting by framing it as an issue of “security” (Ekman 2011). Several
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news articles depicted the massive presence of military and police (more than 20.000), military
helicopters, military vessels and police barriers as “protection” for the WTO-delegates (Ekman
2011, 157). Simultaneously, the demonstrations were depicted as threats to “free trade” (Ekman
2011, 156). This form of objective violence emerges at the intersection of state/capital militarization
and news media (cf. Zizek 2008).

In conclusion, the news representation of the global justice movement is dominated by hege-
monic discourses on globalization, economics, social protests and politics. The rationale of neo-
liberal ideology is manifested in the dominant discourse of “globalism” (cf. Fairclough 2006). It
holds a preferential position in explaining how social change takes place in mediated public political
debates during the period of contested neo-liberal hegemony (between 1999-2007, Ekman 2011).
News coverage of global mobilization and resistance are ultimately reified as a result of the ab-
sence of any larger discussions or explanations of the global economic system that are not intra-
systemic. Instead the reality is truncated, simplified and packaged, and complex social relation-
ships are reified in relation to dominant discourses of the global economy (Ekman 2011). As media
scholar Berglez (2006, 180) argues: journalism “partly embraces and ‘shows understanding’ for the
political struggle against the capitalist system, although in terms of neutralizing the radical dimen-
sion of the political struggle (making it less leftist and class-located), thereby paving the way for the
transformation of the radical political struggle into another (normal) everyday life practice”. So,
huge global social mobilizations against accumulation by dispossession, do not gain any significant
political legitimization through conventional media exposure.

3.2. Dispossession of Everyday Online Activity

The second part, in which Harvey’s theory of accumulation by dispossession could be used in rela-
tion to media and communication research, is by examining the specific role of online communica-
tion systems and platforms. Here Marx’s (1867/1990, 668ff) discussion on how surplus value is
generated could explain how work performed by users of social media are appropriated by capital
and transformed into surplus labour. So here we will tap into the ongoing discussion of how to un-
derstand the activity performed by everyday users of social media on Web 2.0 (often refer to as
produsers) in relation to capitalist interests (cf. Fuchs 2009; Jakobsson and Stiernstedt 2010). The
production of surplus value by exploiting the activity performed on social media sites such as Fa-
cebook, YouTube, etc. is made possible by selling users, and more specifically, the output of their
work, to advertisers. The concept of media audiences as commodities is well debated within the
research field of political economy of communication (cf. Smythe 1982; Mosco 2009, 136ff). The
main element in Smythe’s (1982) argument is that the audience constitutes the main commodity of
the mass media (Mosco 2009, 136). Smythe’s concept highlighted the role of media producers in
the construction of audiences in relation to advertisers. The idea of audience commodification also
located media organizations into the “total capitalist economy” (Mosco 2009, 137), as an integrated
part in the circulation of capital. However, the idea of audiences performing work for media owners,
for example by watching television, have been largely debated within the field of political economy
(Mosco 2009, 137). Media scholar Bolin (2011, 37) suggests that viewing television could be un-
derstood as “a part of the recreation of the worker’s labour power”. Watching TV is not an activity
that produces something, but instead a process that could be defined as a raw material in the pro-
duction process undertaken by advertisers and media companies. Thus, watching television is part
of the means of production (viewer as statistics), but it can’t be considered labour (Bolin, 2011, 37).
In the first phase of the circulation of capital, when the capitalist acts as a buyer of commaodities,
companies purchases statistic on viewer demographics (Mp) used in producing advertisements (cf.
Marx 1867/1990). However, Mosco (2009, 137) argues that whether Smythe’s idea of audiences
constituting labour is useful or not could be left aside. Instead the main insight of the materialist
approach in Smythe’s theory is the concept of a reciprocal relationship in the triad of “media com-
pany-audience-advertiser” (Mosco 2009, 137). The idea that mass media are not only ideological
producers or transmitters, but also totally integrated in the circulation of capital is unquestionably
useful when analyzing the political economy of mass media.

In the case of users of Web 2.0, the process of appropriation is indeed a process of appropriat-
ed labour. The work dispossessed by capital is everything users do when they are communicating
through various commercial platforms and sites on the Internet. For example, in the case of Face-
book and other networking platforms, this process of transferring surplus labour of online activity by
everyday users into the circulation of capital, is refined by providing to advertisers specific seg-
ments of users, based on the information obtained from Web traffic, preferences and activities on
networking sites and other places on the Internet. Here the appropriated labour consists of every-
thing we do when we are online. Most parts of the work performed by users are monitored and
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enclosed by different networking sites, search engines, e-mail services, etc. Here you could actual-
ly speak about a process that separates the means of production (intellectual, communicative and
creative) from the worker (produsers) (Marx 1867/1990:875). It is not a direct forced separation, but
an indirect one. The indirect forcing factors are basically the disadvantages that you might experi-
ence when being outside a network platform such as Facebook, for example the loss of job-
opportunities, personal connections, social relations, and other immaterial assets. The price of
being outside could be measured against the fact that you “sell” all your information and activities
to a commercial actor to be able to participate. As a consequence, everyday online activity consti-
tutes a dynamic field of potential surplus labour ready to be transformed into surplus value. This is
refined by surveillance systems that track user behaviours and monitor activity by categorizing
what is uploaded, “liked” (in the case of Facebook), what your e-mails contains (in the case of
Gmail), what Websites you visit on a regular basis, and basically everything that you do when surf-
ing the corporate part of the World Wide Web (Fuchs 2011; Jakobsson and Stiernstedt 2010).

However it is not only the time and the work, in the form of texts, images, videos, and other as-
pects of personal information (in the form of unpaid labour) that are dispossessed by capital. Net-
work sites such as Facebook also transform the social relations between users and business cor-
porations. When users integrate companies, brands, and other commodities into their everyday
social networks, the producer-consumer relationship becomes just another personal relationship,
much like the one you have in your everyday social life. For example, Coca Cola has almost 40
million fans on its Facebook pageG. Since companies, brands and products have their own pages in
networking sites such as Facebook, the interaction between business and consumers is, potential-
ly, instant and never ending. The activities on social networks sites also advance commodified
individualism by transforming inter-personal communication in relation to products and consump-
tion (cf. Fuchs 2011, 315). The marketing strategies of big multi-national companies aim to capti-
vate the social being in itself, creating milieus that colonize every lasting part of private and per-
sonal life. This reflects, or indeed advances, what Jhally (2000, 29) refers to as the “overwhelm-
ing...commercial colonization of our culture”. The most ultimate appearance of this reification pro-
cess is probably the ideology and practice that indulges the construction of the individual self as a
brand, or as a platform for commercial branding. This is a phenomenon that is highly visible in the
blogosphere. In the anticipation of catching the eye of advertising firms, in order to get some reve-
nue from the business sector, thousands of bloggers act like advertising posters for brand names
and products by incorporating and mediating their consumption in communication platforms in Web
2.0. Consequently communication platforms and infrastructures constitute a highly dynamic arena
for dispossession of labour and the “life” outside ordinary wage-labour. When free time and the
social conditions of every-day life become integrated in the production-consumption relation of
capital accumulation, users are reified simply by being unpaid producers of images, texts, videos,
stories, etc., that transform them into commodities that are sold to advertisers and companies. All
the user-generated content on commercial platforms such as Facebook are owned, stored and
processed with the purpose of generating surplus value, this is of course the whole idea of corpo-
rate investments. In fact, the Internet is overflowed by capital interests, so you could primarily char-
acterize it as a “space...dominated by corporations (Fuchs 2011, 337).

The rapid development of information and communication technology also has implications for
the commodification of public space. For example, in relation to the research on the privatization of
public space (cf. Harvey 1989; Sennett 1992), contemporary mobile phone technology has new
and dynamic ways of luring subjects into the production-consumption relation of capital accumula-
tion. The traditional debate on the privatization processes of public space has focused on how pub-
lic spaces are transformed into shopping malls, corporatized areas, gated communities and so on,
creating what Sennett (1992) refers to as “dead public spaces”. These sanitized and corporately
controlled commodified spaces are increasingly visible all over the globe. The most striking feature
of these spaces is how they affect social relations and behaviours, by incorporating and naturaliz-
ing patterns of consumption into the organization of everyday life.

However, with the rapid development of mobile phone technology, all public spaces become po-
tentially commodified. The mere fact that a person may well be constantly logged in to her/his Fa-
cebook account through the mobile phone opens up for a whole new dimension of the commodifi-
cation of public space. This suggests that you are, at least potentially, submitted to constant corpo-
rate surveillance, monitored by several actors integrated in your online networks, and thus perform-
ing unpaid labour that is appropriated by capital. This has serious implications for the very idea of
privacy (cf. Fuchs 2011, 313) and in fact the whole notion of what constitutes free time, what con-
stitutes work and public space. Since smart phones enable the interaction between conventional

®In the form of “likes” (Facebook 2012).
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advertisement (billboards, posters, etc.) and online activities by the use of Quick response-codes
(QR) etc., the activities in physical public space (whether in the subway on your way to work or at
the billboard posted on the wall in your neighbourhood) are integrated with your activities in your
virtual space. The “apps” that seems to facilitate individual communication patterns, also colonize
private subjects and alter patterns of social behaviour in everyday life by transferring them into the
production-consumption relation of capital accumulation. The “apps” have a double-commodified
character, they are goods that users are purchasing, and they also engage users in more consum-
er-based activities. Needless to say, the development of mobile phones and the massive disloca-
tion of space when performing online communication also open up for a more positive and creative
non-commercial communicative behaviour. It can enable political and social mobilization and re-
sistance to capital and the political structures that uphold the exploitation of labour (Fuchs 2011).
The problem is of course not rapid development of communication technology, but the colonization
of communicative social relations by capital.

In relation to the features of accumulation by dispossession, the surveillance and invasion of
privacy by corporate Internet owners such as Facebook, MySpace, Gmail, YouTube, and so on,
could be understood as means to expand the reification of social relations and the self. But | will
also like to stress the possibilities of one other factor immanent in the processes of primitive accu-
mulation — violence. If we accept Zizek’s (2008) idea of systemic violence as inherited by a subjec-
tive (physical) and an objective (structural or symbolic) dimension, we could argue that corporate
surveillance of private subjects through technologies that monitor the information we upload, and
the activities we participate in our online activities, constitute a potential objective violence. The
ownership of such a great amount of information on the private being of individuals and groups,
without any transparency of how this huge bundle of information is stored or used, could be com-
prehended as a potential threat to subjects. Besides the fact that advertised based networks and
platforms already censor and forbid certain content and activities in order to satisfy advertisers
(Fuchs 2011), the information of private subjects could potentially be sold to anyone. This implies
that information regarding political issues or other socially sensitive oriented matters (how private
the user may think they are in respect to privacy settings and person-to-person communication)
could be gathered and used for purposes other than commercial advertising. So, in this respect,
the surveillance of the corporate Internet could be comprehended as a potential threat simply be-
cause there is no guarantee what the information will be used for, who is buying it and to what ex-
tent private/personal information is circulated. Sensitive information, owned, gathered and pro-
cessed by companies like Facebook, could be sold as commodities to actors within the military-
industrial complex, or to political actors. Since surveilled subjects, and the constant flow of infor-
mation emanating from users, are commodities in the market place, objective violence appears as
an underlying threat to those whose personal/private information contests the current interests of
the ruling political and economical powers.

4. Conclusion

In order to identify the role and function of news media and communication systems in the ongoing
accumulation of capital, | have argued that Marx’s (1867/1990) concept of primitive accumulation
and Harvey’s (2003; 2006; 2010) theory of accumulation by dispossession could contribute to criti-
cal media and communication research. The concept of primitive accumulation as a continuing set
of characteristics within the expanded reproduction of capital is useful in order to understand some
distinctive elements in contemporary news media content, news flows and news media systems,
and within the development of online communication platforms. The processes that distinguish
capital accumulation in the time of neo-liberal global expansion, coincide with many of Marx’s de-
scriptions of how pre-capitalist modes of production were transformed into capitalism. The ongoing
global crisis reveals that expanded reproduction of capital is facing many constrains, and thus the
search for new ways to secure the accumulation of capital indicate that more and more aspects of
our societies are, and will continue to be, relocated into capital property relations. In these trans-
formation processes, new areas of commodification are located and new ways of appropriating
unpaid (free time) labour are developed. In these processes news media systems and online com-
munication play a considerable dynamic part. This article has targeted two areas in which primitive
accumulation/accumulation by dispossession could contribute to the research field of the political
economy of media and communication.

First, | have addressed the specific ideological dimension of news and the function of financial
news flows and systems in relation to capital accumulation. Second, | have discussed various as-
pects of how surplus value is produced in relation to everyday Internet use and in relation to the
rapid advancement of communication technology.
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The first aspect that can be summarized here is how news media facilitate the privatization of
the commons, endorse the transfer of public assets into private property relations and depoliticize
and delegitimize social mobilization against capital. Furthermore the article shows how news flows
and news media systems coincide and interlink with financial flows and actors, thus constituting a
close relationship between financial news and the finance sector. This relationship is also attached
to the rapid changes within information and communication technology and the compression of
time and space in capital accumulation.

The second aspect dissects the political economy of Web. 2.0 with a specific focus on how pro-
dusers are commodified and sold to advertisers and how the work performed by users in network
platforms such as Facebook is appropriated by capital. The commaodification of social media and
Internet use has potentially far-reaching possibilities. The colonization of free time, the total com-
mercialization of recreation, personal social relations and even the self, by capital, is made possible
by the corporate control over the user dimension in social networks and other social media plat-
forms. Internet surveillance, in which commercial gathering, owning and processing of private in-
formation, is one of the major assets in the circulation of capital and could be viewed as a potential-
ly threat to users, and even a part of the objective violence constituted in capitalist exploitation.

Undeniably this article has focused on the negative aspects of how mainstream news media fa-
cilitates and reproduces the exploitation of capital, how the use of new information/communication
technology become colonized by capital, and how commodification processes tend to dominate the
flow of information in global media and communication systems. However, there are also several
aspects of media production and communication technology that point in an opposite direction and
open up for counter-hegemonic formations in a global context. The dynamic production and circula-
tion of alternative and radical media and the ongoing struggle for a commons-based Internet are
important aspects to highlight within critical media and communication research. The realm of news
media production and communication technologies is never monolithic, thus it also needs to be
theorized and analyzed from the perspective of emerging alternatives (cf. Fuchs 2011). After all,
the seminal theory of Marx on capitalism also points out alternatives to the total exploitation of capi-
tal.
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1. Audience Work in the Mass Media

The contribution of Marxist theory to communication studies runs wide and deep (see, for ex-
ample, Hardt 1992, Artz, Macek, and Cloud 2006). Two analytical coordinates to the study of me-
dia, however, stand out as particularly influential: a cultural analysis and a materialist analysis.1
The two approaches offer quite a different perspective on what it is precisely that audience does. A
cultural analysis focuses on the superstructure and uncovers the ideological role of media content
in the reproduction of capitalism. Such an analysis of cultural studies (Holmes 2005, 23-24) in-
cludes, for example, an investigation into the ideological content of books (Radway 1984), journals
(Lutz and Collins 1993, Stevenson, Jackson, and Brooks 2001) advertisements (du Gay et al.
1997, Section 1), movies (Wasko 2001), television shows (Liebes and Katz 1994), and news (Said
1981) (see: Akass and McCabe 2007). Analyzing the undercurrent ideologies of media content
could pertain to capitalist concerns, such as class, consumerism, and inequality, as well as to other
concerns, such as gender, nationalism, and race (see: hooks 1996, Hall 1995).

Two intellectual legacies have been particularly central in the development of this analytical co-
ordinate: the Frankfurt school (Adorno 2001, Horkheimer and Adorno 1976) and the Birmingham
school (Hall 1980, 1995). The two schools differ in their interpretation of the workings of ideology
and in the role of the audience. The Frankfurt School views ideological messages as forced down
on passive audiences. This has led to study how ideology is coded into media messages. The Bir-
mingham School attributes audience with an active capacity to decode, or “read” ideological mes-
sages in the media and resist them (Hall 1980, Mathijs 2002), leading to a theorization of audienc-
es as participants in the construction of multiple meanings of media texts (Ang 1985, Morley 1992).
Generally, then, whether assuming that ideological content is propagated top-down to audiences,

' | use the distinction between cultural studies and political economy as ideal types, referring to categories of analysis,

rather than to actual coherent schools, or individual researchers, which always tend to be more nuanced. Thus, for example,
| do not argue that the Frankfurt School has dealt merely with ideology, but rather that the ideal type of cultural studies and
its focus on ideology is well epitomized in the thrust of the School’s work.
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or whether audiences are seen as actively participating in the process of meaning-making, this
strand of Marxist research contributes to the analysis of the media as an ideological site.

A second dominant contribution of Marxist theory to communication studies is a materialist
analysis, focusing on the “base”. Such analysis of political economy uncovers the relations of pro-
duction entailed in media institutions. Here, too, one can discern two dominant approaches. Pre-
dominantly, the political economy of the media focuses on media ownership. This approach ana-
lyzes media as a means of production, investigating issues of media monopoly, media corpora-
tion’s mergers and consolidations, links between government and the media, and employment
arrangements of media workers (Mosco 2009; Mosco and McKercher 2009; Schiller H. 1991; Schil-
ler D. 2010; McChesney 2008; Herman and Chomsky 1988). In the 1970-80s, the political econo-
my of the media was greatly revised by analyzing media as a site of production in and of itself, thus
highlighting the productivist role of audience in the creation of media value, both as a commodity
and as labour power. This approach was pioneered by Dallas Smythe’s groundbreaking work on
the audience commodity (Smythe 1981). Smythe suggested that what goes on in mass communi-
cation is not primarily audience consumption of media content — produced by media corporations —
but, in fact, the selling of audience attention to advertisers. This formulation rendered the audience
as active participant in the political economy of mass communication. Smythe’s notion of the work
of the audience revolves particularly on cognitive and emotional work: learning to desire and buy
particular brands and commodities. His was a critique of what he considered to be a “blindspot” in
the aforementioned Marxist culturalist analysis, which tended to focus exclusively on the content of
media products.

Rather than viewing the media merely as an ideological, superstructural apparatus, that sup-
ports relations of production in the economic base — presumably located elsewhere (for example, in
the factory) — Smythe positioned the media as a vital component in the chain of capital accumula-
tion. Smythe suggested that the media sells the audience commodity to advertisers. In return for
the bait of programing, audience remains glued to the television screen, thus watching advertise-
ments, which become an ever-important driving motor for consumption. For the first time, then,
Smythe assigned the mass media and the audience central roles in advanced capitalism, arguing
that the “mass media produce audience as commodities for sale to advertisers”, and that “audi-
ence-power” is put to work by advertisers by “getting audiences to market commodities to them-
selves” (Jhally and Livant 1986, 129). In some respects, Smythe transplanted the Birmingham
School’s notion of the active audience, from the realm of meaning-making to that of money-making.

Further developments in this strand of Marxist political economy analyzed media as a site for
the production of value in and of itself. Jhally and Livant (1986) argued that Smythe’s focus on the
contribution of audience labour for manufacturers of branded commodities “has tended to deflect
the specificity of the analysis away from communications to the ensuing consumption behavior of
the audience” (Jhally and Livant 1986, 129). “Ultimately” they say, “Smythe was concerned with
drawing attention to the place of communications in the wider system of social reproduction of capi-
tal” (ibid., 129). Criticizing Smythe’s heavy reliance on the use-value of messages (as motivating
consumption), Jhally and Livant explore the blindspot that is “located more firmly within the media
industries” (ibid., 129, emphasis in original). They therefore analyze watching as a form of working
since it harnesses human “capacities of perception” (ibid., 126) to the creation of value. The crea-
tion of surplus-value in the media is based on “extra watching” of commercials, on watching more
ads than are necessary to pay for programming. This “surplus watching time” (ibid., 127), then,
suggests that audience, in fact, work for programmers, not advertisers.

Such analysis constructs the media as a dynamic site of struggle between audience (labour)
and media providers (capital), a struggle that revolves on time. Jhally and Livant (1986) do that by
employing Marx’s distinction between extensive and intensive exploitation. Marx insisted that capi-
talist struggles ultimately revolve around time, since surplus-value can only arise from workers
working more time than is actually needed to reproduce their lives. This extra working creates sur-
plus-value which, rather than being exchanged for its equivalent, is rendered into capital and is
introduced to the process of accumulation (for example, by investing in new technology). Since this
entails the creation of value by one class of people (workers) and its uncompensated transference
to another class (capitalists), Marx refers to that as exploitation. The problem, inherent to capitalist
accumulation, is that surplus-value tends to diminish over time, dwindling away the source of capi-
tal accumulation (Marx 1993, Ch. 13). To expand, or even just conserve the rate of surplus-value,
capital strives to find ways to enlarge the scope of exploitation. This is done by either of two forms:
extensive exploitation and intensive exploitation. Extensive exploitation refers to techniques and
arrangements by which more time is dedicated to work, for example, by elongating the working day
or by cutting down on lunch breaks and vacation time. Intensive exploitation is achieved by having
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workers produce more in less time, for example, by accelerating the rhythm of work or making the
work process more efficient.

Jhally and Livant (1986) argue that both these processes of exploitation have been occurring in
the mass media. The audience has been asked to work more and harder over the course of histo-
ry. The extension of exploitation was achieved by introducing audience with more advertisements,
thus making them watch (i.e., work) more time. The intensification of exploitation, or the increase in
relative surplus-value was achieved in two ways: “reorganizing the watching population, and ...
reorganizing the watching process” (Jhally and Livant 1986, 133). The first involves all sorts of
techniques, from media market research to the rating system, all of which are aimed at helping
media corporations target a specific audience with a specific ad; such market segmentation leads
to increase in the value of advertisement. As Jally and Livant put it: “Specification and fractionation
of the audience leads to a form of ‘concentrated viewing’ by the audience in which there is ... little
wasted watching” (133). Since highly targeted advertising costs more, “we can say that the audi-
ence organized in this manner watches ‘harder’ and with more intensity and efficiency” (Jhally and
Livant 1986, 133-4). The other way by which relative surplus-value is exerted is through the divi-
sion of time, accomplished mainly by shorter commercials.

2. Mass Media Alienation

While Marxist political economy of the media has been concerned since the 1970s with the
question of exploitation in the media, little attention has been given to the notion of alienation within
this framework; an oddity, considering that Marx conceived an inextricable link between the two.
Marx’s conception of alienation is complex and multi-layered, pertaining to a process as a well as a
result. Alienation pertains to the separation of the worker from vital life processes and objects, as
well as to the resulting state of estrangement from these objects. It is the estrangement of workers
from the labour process, from other workers, from the finished product, and ultimately from their
selves, their species-being (Marx 1978). Rather than work being an activity that workers control
and navigate, rather than the real essence of a person be objectified in what he does, rather than
work be a means of self-realization and authentic expression, rather than work help a person con-
nect, communicate, and collaborate with other human beings, work under capitalism results instead
in alienation.

| use the term alienation somewhat leniently, to highlight the humanist aspects in Marx’s critique
of capitalism and distinguish it from his more structural and economic critique. In Marxist critique,
alienation and exploitation are inextricably linked, and may even be thought of as complementary
tenets. Alienation is both a pre-condition for exploitation and the result thereof. Both are corollaries
of the very foundations of capitalism — private property and the commodification of labour; one
problem cannot be resolved without resolving the other. They do, however, point to two different
aspects in Marx’s critique of capitalism. The distinction is often made (following Althusser) between
the young and mature Marx, the former offering a more humanist analysis of capitalism, the latter a
more economistic one. While the empirical accuracy of this distinction is questionable (the mature
Marx of Capital still insists on the relevance of alienation as a central cause and effect of capital-
ism), it does capture two distinct thrusts in Marx’s critique of capitalism.

Alienation entails not only a social-economic condition whereby “value” and the product are
separated from their real producers and are transferred from one class to another. More than that,
alienation signals an existential state of not being in control over something (the labour process,
the product, etc.), of being estranged from something (one’s humanity, etc.). The thrust of this con-
cept and the reason to introduce it over and above exploitation is precisely to highlight the contra-
dictions of capitalism from a humanist viewpoint.

Another liberty | take with the notion of alienation is that | use the term to refer to a condition
whereby work, the work process, the product of labour, and one’s essence are more or less alien-
ated. Such compromise of Marxist theoretical purity is justified in the name of historical reality. As
Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) have shown, the social and political history of industrial capitalism
has been one of mitigating one problem over the other, rather than eliminating both. Hence their
distinction between the humanist artistic critique and the economistic social critique. In the context
of this paper, less alienation refers to a greater possibility to express oneself, to control one’s pro-
duction process, to objectify one’s essence and connect and communicate with others. Thus, for
example, working on one’s Facebook page can be thought of as less alienating than working
watching a television program.

Watching the media is constructed as a leisure activity in liberal discourse. Media consumption
is depicted as the opposite of the alienation that dominates production; a time away from the alien-
ation of the workday, and a chance for de-alienation (as the case is for example in the prominent

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.



174 Eran Fisher

uses and gratifications theory; see Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch 1973-4). Constructing audiencing
as a consumerist activity, positions the audience in an active capacity of choice. As opposed to the
work process, of which workers had no control, watching television supposedly puts the control in
the hands of the viewer (literally so, with the advent of the remote control). Watching the mass me-
dia, then, is constructed in liberal discourse as a consumerist, irrational, fun, and fulfilling practice.

While Marxist political economy of the media ignored the question of alienation, the culturalist-
ideological analysis did pay attention to some core aspects of alienation, even if not attending to
the concept per se. If watching — in the capitalist media environment — is a form of working, then
the process and content of that labour are also alienated from the audience. In fact, both adver-
tisements and programs (which support the content of the advertisements) feed into and thrive on
audience alienation, suggesting that self-fulfilment and objectification should and will arrive from
consumption and leisure activities, rather than from work. Such themes are most extensively ex-
plored in the work of the Frankfurt School on the culture industry (Adorno 2001, Ch.6). But such
analysis does not explicitly link audience exploitation to audience alienation. According to Marx,
alienation and exploitation are inextricably linked and are a corollary of the very foundations of
capitalism — private property and the commodification of labour. One problem cannot be resolved
without resolving the other.

3. Audience Work in SNS: The Case of Facebook

Recently, there has been a renewed interest in the notion of audience work in light of a chang-
ing media environment, particularly the emergence of web 2.0 and social network sites (SNS).
Some features of this new media environment makes a revisiting of the concept of audience labour
particularly important. As opposed to mass media, SNS is characterized by high levels of participa-
tion, by user-generated content, and by the ability to create varied channels of communication:
one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-many.

Marxist-inspired research on this new media environment has focused almost exclusively on
audience exploitation. Simultaneously, mainstream (liberal) research has tended to reaffirm the
common-sense and ideological construction of SNS as facilitating de-alienation by offering users
opportunities for self-expression, authenticity, communication, collaboration with others, and deep
engagement with, and control over cultural, social, and economic ventures.

My argument is that both these trends — seemingly contradictory — are in fact dialectically linked.
Exploitation and de-alienation are not simply two contrasting interpretations of SNS; rather, Marxist
theory encourages us to accommodate them within a single analytical framework. SNS give audi-
ence more opportunities for objectification by allowing self-expression, authenticity, and communi-
cation and collabouration with others. As the communication and sociability of users are commodi-
fied, so does their labour become a source for exploitation. In what follows | consider the dialectics
of exploitation and alienation on SNS by taking a closer look at Facebook.

3.1. Facebook as a Means of Communication

What is the work that SNS users do? What is it precisely that they produce? And how are they
exploited? To accommodate a dialectical analysis of Facebook we should be looking at it as both a
means of communication and a means of production. That is, not only as a new form of media
which allows for new modes of communication (Napoli 2010), but also as a technology that facili-
tates a new mode of production. This should help up overcome the shortcoming of previous Marxist
analysis, which offers two divergent analyses of the media as either a means of communication or
a means of production. While such dialectical approach is appropriate to any form of mass media it
becomes particularly important in the new media environment, which can be defined precisely as
tying communication and production more closely together. Indeed, the unique character of web
2.0 has encouraged researchers to look more carefully at the dialectics of these two coordinates
(Scholz 2010, Lee 2011).

Facebook, the world’'s most popular SNS, was launched in February 2004 and had 845 million
monthly active users at the end of December 2011 (Facebook 2012b). Facebook offers a platform
where users can create personal profiles to present themselves and communicate in varying de-
grees of detail and complexity about their whereabouts, thoughts, feelings, and actions. Users may
add other Facebook users as friends, exchange messages with them, and follow after their public
messages and their whereabouts. Users may also create communities, or sub-networks, based on
shared interests. The profile allows users to characterize themselves along various personal cate-
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gories, such as gender and education history, as well as through lifestyle choices, such as favorite
artists and hobbies.

Users communicate with friends through various private and public tools such as “Status”, which
allows users to inform their friends of their whereabouts and actions; “Wall”, which is the a space
on every user’s profile page that allows friends to post messages for the user to see; and “Chat”,
which allows private, synchronic communication with friends. Users may also create and join inter-
est groups and “Like” pages, initiated and operated primarily by governmental, commercial, and
non-governmental organization as means of advertisement, sale, and mobilization. The plethora of
networks and communities of which Facebook users are part can generate social action — political,
economic, communal, or societal — by mean of communication and organization. Facebook is re-
ported to have an increasingly central role in facilitating and organizing social movements and polit-
ical upheavals from the Anti-Globalization movement to the Arab Spring.

Facebook is inherently “biased” to communication so that even some personal activities on
one’s own profile automatically translate into communication. Such is the case of photo “tagging” in
the Photos application, one of the most popular applications on Facebook, where users can upload
albums and photos. If an uploaded photo features a user’s friend, he may tag the photo. This sends
an automatic notification to the tagged friend, containing a link to the photo. Thus, posting a photo
may roll into a communication event.

Such banal description highlights the communication facet of Facebook, and the opportunities it
facilitates for users’ de-alienation, especially, as opposed to the limited opportunities facilitated by
mass media. The age of mass- media was dominated by broadcast television and radio, print
newspapers, and film. It was centralist, allowing only a uni-directional flow of information from few
to many, and from top down. Mass-media created a hierarchical dichotomy between active produc-
ers and passive consumers, content was prepackaged and thus limited in variety, at once assum-
ing and constructing a relatively homogenous audience. Social media, in contrast, facilitates varied
communication forms: few to few, few to many, many to many. It is interactive, allowing users more
engagement, and rendering the passive, homogeneous audience of mass-media into an active and
engaged audience. Communication on the Internet allows individuals to narrate their lives (e.g.
blogs), make their views public (talkbacks), and express their creativity (YouTube). It also allows
Internet users to collabourate among themselves in an increasingly participatory culture (Jenkins
2009, Burgess and Green 2009). Indeed, most research looks at the communication facet of Face-
book, and at its ability to empower individuals by contributing to their objectification.

Thus, internet research tends to construct communication — multiple, democratic, trespassing
boundaries of space and time — as an ideal, most fully materialized by means of the internet. It
tends to focus on user’s experience with Facebook, emphasizing individual agents’ purposeful use
of Facebook for communication. Such “methodological individualism” (Popper 1971: Ch. 14), where
individual users are the point of departure for the analysis, leads much research to focus on users’
satisfaction (Bonds-Raacke and Raacke 2010, Quan-Haase and Young 2010), or on the conse-
quences of communicating on Facebook to user’'s subjectivity and psychological well-being (Gon-
zales and Hancock 2011, Ong et al. 2011). Lastly, studies in the tradition of virtual ethnography too
emphasize the communication facet of Facebook, with privacy and the dissolution of the private
sphere toping research concerns (West, Lewis, and Currie 2009, Brandtzaeg, Luders, and Skjetne
2010).

These studies, then, take Facebook’s mission statement — to “giv[e] people the power to share
and make the world more open and connected ... Millions of people use Facebook everyday to
keep up with friends, upload an unlimited number of photos, share links and videos, and learn more
about the people they meet” (Facebook 2012). — at face value, and see it as a virtual space of
communication, sociability, and community.

3.2. Facebook as a Means of Production

Having predominantly conceived as a means of communication, the public and academic dis-
cussion on Facebook tends to highlight its capacity to contribute to (or hamper) de-alienation
among users. As aforementioned, my goal here is to point out how this capacity for objectification
is linked with an empowered capacity for exploitation. This demands that we recall that being a
commercial company, Facebook’s primary mission is to accumulate capital, and that we analyze
Facebook as technology and see it as galvanizing social relations. Such analysis of Facebook as a
capitalist technology that facilitated and exacerbates exploitation, should then be linked to the dom-
inant analysis of Facebook as a media for communication allowing de-alienation.

Facebook’s accumulation strategy can be appreciated by proxy of its staggering market value.
While Facebook’s market value is highly unstable and speculative, but it can nevertheless be de-
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termined to be in the neighbourhood of US$75-100 billion. What precisely in Facebook is worth
$100bb? Where does the value of Facebook emanate from? And at a more sociological level: what
are the relations of production upon which SNSs are founded? We can thus begin to outline a polit-
ical economy of SNS by conceptualizing Facebook not merely as a means of communication but
also as technology, as embodying social relations.

A full answer to these questions should tie both facets of Facebook: as a means of communica-
tion and a means of production; to understand Facebook as technology, we need to understand
Facebook as being also a media. This dialectical link of media and technology, of communication
and production, is in fact a key feature of contemporary capitalist society; Facebook epitomizes a
new form of production relations, where value is created not primarily by workers of the company,
but by the audience. And the most important thing that Facebook users produce — the primary
source of Facebook’s value — is communication and sociability.

The value of Facebook is derived from Facebook’s unprecedented ability to have access to in-
formation, store, own, process, and analyze it, and deliver it to its customers. Metaphorically, then,
Facebook might be mistakenly seen as a warehouse of information. But the term barely begins to
uncover the novelty of Facebook. To better understand the political economy of Facebook we must
ask what this information consists of, how it comes into being, and by whom. To do that | will dis-
tinguish between five different types of information, which are to some extent layered one on top of
the other: demographic, personal, communicative, performativite, and associational. Such typology
suggests that rather than a warehouse, a more apt metaphor for Facebook is a factory, where in-
formation is produced through communication and sociability, rather than simply stored. What is
new and unique about Facebook, and crucial to its political economy, is that much of the infor-
mation in SNS emanates from the very practice of using it, from being a media of communication
and sociability. Here it is that Facebook as a means of communication (media) and a means of
production (technology) converge.

Communication between Facebook users generates a plethora of personal and social infor-
mation about users, information which is becoming increasingly valuable for companies in virtually
all consumer industries, and which is eagerly sought after by advertising, public relations, and mar-
keting professionals. Some of that information is quite “lean” and can be described as demograph-
ic. SNS become key sites where demographic information is written, recorded, aggregated, and
organized. The availability of demographic information on SNS is based on either users’ self-
disclosure (for example, in the case of age, gender, marital status, or education), or the location of
servers (in the case of geographical location). While this kind of information “precedes” Facebook,
it is not completely independent of Facebook, since SNS encourage their users to self-disclosure.
This has a formal manifestation in Facebook’s terms of use, which forbid users to “provide any
false personal information on Facebook”, and directs them to “keep ... contact information accurate
and up-to-date” (Facebook 2011a). Indeed, Facebook’s privacy settings have been persistently
designed to keep users’ information as open as possible for public viewing (Fuchs 2011a, 2011b).
More subtly and fundamentally, the ethics and norms that developed on SNS put premium on a
genuine representation of the self. This signifies a turn from the culture of anonymity, promulgated
during the early years of online sociability in forums, chat rooms, and MUDs (Turkle 1997).

This brings us to a second, ‘thicker’ layer of information, which pertains to the identity and au-
thenticity of users. The ethics of SNS call for publicness, for defining and identifying oneself to
oneself and to others. Users are encouraged to reveal and present their true self and define who
they are through profiling. Such a demand puts users in a position of forced reflexivity, an obliga-
tion to think about, define, and present themselves. Such reflexivity is built into the website’s de-
sign, which encourages users to self-disclose abundantly and systemically. As lllouz (2007, Ch. 3)
has shown, profile-based websites (such as dating sites) encourage users to think about them-
selves in particular terms and identify themselves according to preconceived and pre-packaged
categories, thus rationalizing self-disclosure. For example, when constructing a personal profile on
Facebook users are asked to define their “philosophy” with the following categories: “religion”, “po-
litical views”, “people who inspire you”, and “favourite quotes”. Even though this kind of personal
information presumably precedes engagement with Facebook, it cannot really be thought of as pre-
existing information that Facebook merely harvests, but as information which gets articulated within
the specific context of social networks, i.e., that of communication and sociality.

The third layer of information is further dependent on the engagement of users with Facebook:
information based on the communication content of users, on their conversations with each other.
In economic terms, this is arguably the most valuable information produced by users. Indeed, the
attention of companies, professionals, and applications engages in the endeavour of monetizing
SNS is primarily focused on communication content. Such endeavour employs quantitative and
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qualitative methods to analyze the content of interpersonal and social communication in order to
decipher what people are talking about and in what way. The analyzed trends, keywords, themes,
and narratives can then be associated with demographic information (such as gender, geograph-
ical location, or age) or with behavioural information (such as consumption behaviour), and yield
valuable commercial information. Such information is also highly individualized, allowing it to make
a definite connection between a specific content and a specific person.

Commercial interests not only listen in to the conversation of users, but also use the SNS to ini-
tiate, engage with, and shape the conversation. They can participate in the conversation by propa-
gating messages, creating a buzz, and designing fashions and fads. An exemplar of that is the viral
message (or the meme), often originating and promulgated by public relations professionals (see:
Downes 1999, Green 2010: Ch. 11). In such cases, users become the media through which mes-
sages are propagated.

While communication content on Facebook covers virtually every aspect of human communica-
tion, it is worthy to note two particular types of information that SNS is especially conducive in al-
lowing their articulation and organization, and that are of increasing value in contemporary capital-
ism: mundane information, and emotional queues. Mundane information pertains to everyday ex-
pressions of lived experience, such as photos taken on a trip, or reports about one’s whereabouts
(Beer and Burrows 2010). These scraps of information about everyday life experiences were hith-
erto perceived as too fragmented, insignificant, and personal to be noticed or reported on in public.
SNS is especially fit to host this kind of information, which in turn opens up a capillary gaze at the
way people live. Emotional queues pertain to subjective emotional expressions, and to emotional
characterizations which accompany the communication. Emotional queues are usually tied to some
activity done by users, such as reading a news story, or waiting in line at the supermarket. The
ever-presence and immediacy of social media through mobile devices means that sentiments are
registered and expressed almost as they occur, rather than reported upon in retrospect. SNS —
because they are personal, interpersonal, and social; because they are associated with leisure
activities and sociability; because they encourage people to be expressive, frank, and above all
communicative — are particularly apt for the production and extraction of such types of information.

The forth layer of information is performativite, pertaining to quantitative and qualitative char-
acteristics of users’ activities on SNS, such as the number of friends they have, the dynamics of the
sub-networks of which they are part, their level of engagement with Facebook, time spent on Face-
book, type of activities (number of posts, number of photos posted, number and nature of “likes”
clicked) and so forth.

The fifth and last layer of information, closely related to the previous one, is associational. This
refers to the very formation of sub-networks within the SNS: a user’s link to other profiles, to com-
mercial and political pages, to news stories, brands, and so forth. By forming networks of associa-
tions, users are producing webs of meaning, symbolic universes, and semantic fields. Association
information is valuable in further identifying and characterizing individuals. In a postmodern culture,
where identity is constructed through signs, the web of “Likes” that users form serves as an indica-
tor of their identity. Associational information may therefore be valuable in uncovering correlations
between indicators. Moreover, the sub-networks that are formed are highly valuable since they are
likely to have an identifiable character; in public relations terms, sub-networks are highly segment-
ed groups, because opt-in is voluntary and based on some manifest characteristic. Thus, associa-
tional information allows public relations professional to identify (as well as construct) groups based
on their positive attitudes towards a material, service, or cultural product, follow the different layers
of information they produce, and engage these groups directly (for example, by creating a buzz).

Beginning from the most basic demographic information to the most sophisticated, it is not
merely pre-existing personal information that SNS now make easier to collect. More dramatically,
the existence of much of this information is dependent on the very use of SNS, on people joining
them and conducting large parts of their life in them; it is information that comes into being in the
very act of communicating and socializing. In sum, my argument is that such types of information —
which are of increasing value in contemporary economy — are dependent on a means of communi-
cation to be produced.

4, The Dialectics of Exploitation and Alienation on SNS

Marxist theory, then, introduced two coordinates to the analysis of the media: a culturalist, ide-
ology approach, and a materialist, political economy approach. In more abstract terms, these two
coordinates refer to two distinctive facets of media as either a means of communication or a means
of production. Notwithstanding Marx’s insistence on a dialectical analysis of society, Marxist studies
of the media commonly employ either of these two coordinates (Fenton 2007). This is not to say
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that such studies are flatly undialectical, but rather, that dialectics is not internalized into the analy-
sis of media. Thus, for example, culturalist analysis shows how media products such as television
programs work ideologically to support relations of production in general, not in the media particu-
larly.

Scholarship on the political economy of new media, and on audience labour in particular, also
tended to be relatively one-sided, highlighting SNS as a site of exploitation of “free labour” (Ter-
ranova 2004, Ch. 3). Such approach has been criticized as over-deterministic, structuralist, and
functionalist (Caraway 2011). Rather than underscoring media as a site of struggle between labour
and capital, such approach gives a one-sided analysis, that of capital. The crux of Smythe’s argu-
ment is that with mass communication all time becomes productive time, an argument later to be
much developed with the notions of the social factory, and immaterial labour. Caraway argues that
such framework is unable to distinguish leisure time from work time, coerced labour from free la-
bour, and capacity to work from willingness to work. This lack of distinctions, says Caraway, obfus-
cate the Marxist category of labour. He questions Smythe’s historical narrative, according to which
a decrease in factory labour time was complemented by an increase in labour time in front of media
advertisements. Caraway suggests an alternative version which endows labour with agency. Ac-
cording to the alternative version, the reduction in working hours, and the corollary expansion of
leisure time were a result of a persistent and bloody struggle of workers at the beginning of the
20th century. More theoretically, then, Caraway (2011) argues that the critical potentials of the no-
tions of the social factory and immaterial labour are absent from contemporary accounts. And
Scholz has emphasized the dialectical relations between Facebook as playground and as factory
(Scholz 2010).

Following this line of inquiry, this paper has attempted to explore the dialectics of production
and communication within contemporary media forms, both building on the work of Smythe (1981)
and Jhally and Livant (1986), and updating it. It argues that the extension and intensification of
exploitation of audience labour in the mass media ran into relatively low barriers. The extension of
exploitation was limited by the capacity of viewers to watch advertisements. Watching television
ads is not something that audience commonly enjoys. The media cannot therefore screen too
many ads from fear of losing viewers’ attention (which is the actual labour power that it sells to
advertisers). New technologies of television viewing which allow audience more control over view-
ing (such as TIVO) are setting further limits on exploitation since they allow audience to skip over
ads.

The intensification of exploitation is also fairly limited by two parameters. First, the monitoring,
rating, and segmentation system of mass media is highly expensive.2 Moreover, it is imbued in a
paradox: the more accurate the information on viewers is, the more the surplus-value of watching
increases (Jhally and Livant 1986). However, such increase in value is somewhat undermined by
the price of collecting more accurate information. Moreover, viewers’ monitoring techniques are
based on statistical analysis, and are hence inaccurate and unreliable by definition. The desires,
personality, and behaviour of each and every individual in the audience of the mass media are hard
to gauge. The second parameter which sets limits to the intensification of exploitation in the mass
media is that the intensification of exploitation requires media corporations to create programs that
provide the appropriate “bait” for the desired audience. They can fail miserably achieving this task,
either by not attracting enough audience, or not attracting a desired segment of the audience.

SNS offer a transcendence of these limitations, allowing the extension and intensification of ex-
ploitation to go beyond the limits that the mass media set. The extension of exploitation is achieved
by having users spend more time on SNS. The work of Facebook users is done incessantly. In
January 2010 Facebook became the site where U.S. web users spend most time (Parr 2010). The
average web user spends more time on Facebook than on Google, Yahoo, YouTube, Microsoft,
Wikipedia and Amazon combined (Parr 2010). The Nielsen rating for that month revealed that the
average American user spends more than seven hours a month on Facebook, or 14 minutes per
day. And American Facebook users are not even the heaviest users. An industry study of the moni-
toring and analysis firm Experian from September 2011 found that Facebook is most heavily used
in Singapore, where the average visit to the social network lasts more than 38 minutes (Emerson
2011).

Moreover, thanks to the ubiquity of mobile devices (from laptops to smartphones) and wireless
networks (from Wi-Fi to 3G) users are almost always accessible to Facebook. Compared with tele-
vision watching, which is spatially fixed and temporally limited, Facebook offers a much more flexi-

% For example, the 2011 revenues of Nielsen, the largest global media rating company, were over $5.5 billion (Nielsen
2012).
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ble usage patterns. More time, than, in more parts of the day (work day, leisure time) can be spent
communicating and socializing on Facebook. Self-surveillance technologies, such as Foursquare
or Facebook Places (or: Location) also put users at an arms-length from their friends, extending the
duration they are likely to be active on the social network.

SNS allow also the intensification of exploitation. Rather than mass media corporations allocat-
ing resources to monitor and segment their audience, it is users of SNS that segment themselves
in a manner that can only be dreamt of for television audience. Such procedure is much cheaper,
as it is in effect “outsourced” to users, who act as produsers (Bruns 2008). Moreover, the infor-
mation gathered about the audience is also much more accurate and thick. Whereas the mass
media knew its audiences as statistical entities, as aggregates and abstract segments, Facebook
knows its users as individuals. The capillary reach of SNS, then, facilitates the intensification of
exploitation; a biopolitical nervous system which harnesses the immaterial labour of users.

This puts into question a central tenet of the Autonomist interpretation of Marxism. The notions
of immaterial labour and general intellect suggest a process of deterritorialization of knowledge, the
prime means of production of contemporary capitalist accumulations. Virno speaks of “a repository
of knowledges indivisible from living subjects and from their linguistic co-operation” (Virno 1996,
quoted in Dyer-Witheford 1999, 222, emphasis mine). Such knowledges are hard to locate, local-
ize, and collect, since they are “produced” during leisure time, within private spaces, and within the
communicative space between individuals, as part of their everyday lives. The analysis presented
here suggests we should think about SNS as a technology for the reterritorialization of the kind of
labour that produces such knowledges — immaterial labour — and the kind of knowledges that are
produced — general intellect (Peterson 2008).

Hence, the extension and intensification of exploitation in social media compared with mass
media relies on the unprecedented ability to harness new forces of production to the accumulation
process, particularly the production of information through communication and sociability. The au-
dience of SNS creates value simply by audiencing, by using the media platform to express itself,
communicate, and socialize. Such exploitation, then, is conditioned by a promise for de-alienation.
SNS offer a media environment where audience work can potentially lead to objectification: users
have much more control over the work process and the product (although not owning it legally);
work entails communication that helps users connect with others and objectify more facets of their
species being. SNS is a space for self-expression, for making friends, constructing communities,
and organizing a political, cultural, social, or economic action.

The two processes that SNS facilitates — the exacerbation of exploitation and the mitigation of
alienation — are not simply co-present but are dialectically linked. SNS establishes new relations of
production that are based on a dialectical link between exploitation and alienation: in order to be
de-alienated, users must communicate and socialize: they must establish social networks, share
information, talk to their friends and read their posts, follow and be followed. By thus doing they
also exacerbate their exploitation. And vice-versa, in order for Facebook to exploit the work of its
users, it must contribute to the de-alienation of their users, propagating the ideology that de-
alienation can in fact (and solely) be achieved by communicating and socializing on SNS, an ideol-
ogy of communication, networking, and self-expression (Dean 2010), which sees network technol-
ogy and social media in particular as the golden route to de-alienation. In such ideology, alienation
is linked with a lack of communication and with social isolation, a malady promised to be cured
through communication and through SNS. And so, the more users communicate and socialize, the
more they post photos and follow their friends, the more they “Like” — in short, the more they en-
gage in authentic self-expression and interpersonal communication — the more they objectify and
de-alienate. Put differently, the more they work, the more they create surplus-value, and the more
they are exploited.

5. A Closed-Circuit of Communication and Production

The case of Facebook alludes to new relations of production, emerging within a new environ-
ment of social media. The new relations of production are markedly different from those crystallized
in the mass media, and theorized by Smythe (1981) and Jhally and Livant (1986). They are based
on a new trade off between exploitation and alienation. In comparison with mass media, and televi-
sion in particular, SNS can be conceptualized as a technology that is able to extend and intensify
exploitation, while at the same time alleviating alienation. Audience work on SNS is both more ex-
ploitative and more de-alienating. In fact, the capacity of SNS to exploit audience work is depend-
ent on its capacity to alleviate alienation. SNS users work harder — producing more information,
communication, and sociability — the more they perceive this work to be de-alienating.
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Recently, there has been an emerging interest in the question of audience work and exploita-
tion. In two complementary chapters, Andrejevic (2011a, 2011b) examines the application of the
categories of exploitation and alienation, respectively, to analyze the political economy of social
media. Andrejevic suggests that social media users can be thought of as alienated from their media
labour only to the extent that they do not control the product on which they labour (Andrejevic
2011b). He distinguishes between two types of information that are subject to exploitation on social
media: intentional/ unintentional information. The former pertains to data extracted from intentional
actions of users (such as posting a photo, or tweeting), while unintentional information pertains to
data that users produce unintentionally, while doing something else. The generation of unintention-
al data can be described, according to Andrejevic, “as the alienated or estranged dimension of their
activity” (2011b, 85). My suggested categorization of the types of information produced by users
suggests that such distinction is hard to make, and is therefore a problematic basis to discern al-
ienated labour from unalienated one. Most data that users produce has a dual character: while
being intentional, posting a photo also produces unintentional information such as the web of users
that are exposed to the photo or comment on it.

My contentions in this article rely on a different understanding of alienation as a relative entity,
arguing that within capitalism workers can be more or less alienated. Hence, | suggest that the
relations of production entailed by social media are based on an implicit social contract which al-
lows media companies to commodify the communication produced by users (i.e., exploiting them)
in return for giving them control over the process of producing communication, and expanding their
opportunity for de-alienation.

Andrejevic does point to the complexity of the relations between social media users and com-
panies. Indeed he defines the challenge of employing the notion of exploitation in the context of
social media as being about explaining “the relationship between willing participation and commer-
cial exploitation” (2011a, 83). And suggests that to account for exploitation on social media we
must also appreciate that the work of the audience is a source for enjoyment for users, and a way
to “overcome alienation in the realm of consumption” (Andrejevic 2011b, 80). But he does not sug-
gest a direct link between the two.

The dialectical link between media as a means of communication and media as a means of
production in SNS and web 2.0 has been most productively theorized with the notion of immaterial
labour (Virno and Hardt 2006). Indeed, Smythe’s analysis forestalls this concept by pointing to the
commodification of audience attention, i.e., the mobilization of its cognitive faculties for capitalist
accumulation. Immaterial labour (and in other contexts: general intellect [Virno 2001]) pertains to a
creative force of cognitive, emotional, and communicative capacities that are located within individ-
uals, not factories. One of the key tenets of this analytical category, developed by the Italian Au-
tonomist Marxist School, is that such productive potentials of human life and lived experience is
extremely difficult to be harness, contain, or structure by capital. Hence, the increased reliance of
capitalism on immaterial labour holds a revolutionary potential.

The dialectical analysis of the media presented here, however, suggests another interpretation,
by taking into account the media within which such labour is carried out. Such analysis suggests
that SNS offer precisely that space, that factory, which allows the extraction of these human poten-
tialities and their subsumption by capital. As Napoli puts it, “the creative work of the audience is an
increasingly important source of economic value for media organizations” (Napoli 2010, 511). Re-
visiting the notion of audience work on web 2.0, Napoli theorizes new media as mass communica-
tion, arguing that the term is flexible enough to account for audiences in contemporary media envi-
ronment. The revolutionary nature of web 2.0 lies not in the ability of ordinary individuals to gener-
ate content, but in their newfound ability to distribute their content widely through the web (Napoli
2010). Napoli, then, directs us at circulation, not production, as the lynchpin of audience work in
contemporary media environment, circulation that, as we have seen, is part and parcel of capital
accumulation on SNS. If, as Napoli suggests, new media is mass communication, with the distinc-
tion that now more individuals are able to reach mass audience, then new media can be thought of
as media which allows for far greater quantities of information (content) to be produced freely by far
more people, and run over far greater numbers of channels of communication.

What is particularly unique in SNS is that they create an autarchic economic system, a closed-
circuit of communication and production in a way that was fairly limited in the mass media age. Lee
(2011) shows how Google’s advertising program creates a self-propelling mechanism for the crea-
tion of exchange-value. The company “vertically integrates the search engine, the advertising
agency, and the rating system” (434). Thus, for example, Google sells keywords for advertisers,
allowing them to feature ads when particular words are searched. Such keywords, Lee notes, have
no use-value, and in fact only have exchange-value within the Google universe, “within Google
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AdWords” (Lee 2011, 440, emphasis in original). Cohen (2008) and Fuchs (2011a, 2011b) also
highlight the integration of few distinct moments along the circulation of capital within SNS. Their
respective works shows how, within the context of SNS, surveillance becomes a means of com-
modifying the information that users produce. Fuchs (2011a) offers a Marxist political economy
perspective to understand surveillance over SNS users conducted by companies as an alternative
to the liberal “civilian” perspective. Such surveillance is not aimed primarily at political control by
states, but is rooted in a capitalist desire to commodify information. Fuchs (2011a) highlights the
contradictory nature of surveillance and privacy in contemporary society. While capitalism is condi-
tioned by the requirement for privacy (for ex., of bank accounts and holdings) to legitimate wealth
inequality, it also promotes surveillance of workers in order to tighten control over them and render
the accumulation process more efficient.

Indeed, the political economy of SNS is unique in allowing the integration and conflation of pre-
viously distinct processes of production, circulation, and consumption. Not only are they taking
place at the same site, but they are also feeding into each other. The production of information by
users is monitored, aggregated, analyzed, and rendered into information commodities which are
further consumed by users, and so on.

Immaterial labour, the productive force that propels the valorization of SNS, embodies this dual
character of exacerbating exploitation and enabling de-alienation. On the one hand, immaterial
labour, in comparison with material labour, has a greater potential to be enjoyable, involve person-
al, idiosyncratic components, carried out during leisure time or even be perceived as a form of lei-
sure activity, playful, emotional and communicative. On the other hand, to the extent that such la-
bour is performed on SNS, it is also commodified and entails the creation of surplus-value.

As we have seen, Facebook, too, operates as a closed system that is able to commodify com-
munication and sociability. Thus, for example, exchange-value arises from the links created be-
tween users by users. Such links become informational commodities because companies can learn
from them about consumers’ behaviours. But they also serve as channels of communication (i.e.,
as media) for the propagation of commercial messages. In summary, the audience in SNS is a
commodity (sold to advertisers), a labour power (producing communication), and media (a means
of communication) through which commercial messages are distributed.

6. Conclusion

Table 1 summarizes the argument. In the mass media the exploitation of audience work is fairly
limited. The nature of the exchange between media corporations and their working audience is
programming (which acts as “wages”) for watching advertisements (“labour”). Surplus-value arises
from extra-watching (Jhally and Livant 1986), from producing value that exceeds that value needed
to produce the programming. In comparison, the level of exploitation in social media is more inten-
sive and extensive. Here, the media itself, i.e., the platform (“wages”) is exchanged for the audi-
ence work of communicating and socializing (“labour”). Surplus-value arises from extra-
communicating, from producing thicker, more textured information than is possible for individual
users to use.

Exploitation Alienation
Mass Low High
media Exchange: Programming for adver- Anonymity
tisement Passivity
Hierarchy
Social High Low
media Exchange: Platform for communica- Engagement
tion c ) Authenticity

Table 1: Shifts in levels of exploitation and alienation in different media environments.
Alienation of the working audience in the mass media is relatively high. Television audience re-

mains unidentifiable and anonymous to media corporations. Such audience is principally passive,
merely choosing the programs it watches. The mass media also constructs a clear hierarchy be-
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tween the producers of content and its consumers. Alienation of the working audience in social
media is lower. The audience is actively engaged in the production of media content. Audiencing
entails deep engagement with the media, opening up the opportunity for authentic self-expression,
and for communication and collaboration with others. Lastly, a high level of exploitation of audience
work enabled by social media is dialectically linked with a low level of alienation. Higher levels of
exploitation are dependent on high intensity of communication and sociability, which, in turn, are
dependent on the affordances that SNS allow for de-alienation.
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Abstract: This paper investigates how four specific emergent technologies, namely affective computing, augmented reality,
cloud-based systems, and human machine symbiosis, demonstrate how technological innovation nurtured inside the Uni-
versity is commodified and fetishised under cognitive capitalism or immaterial labour, and how it thereby further enables
capital to reproduce itself across the social factory. Marx’s critique of technologies, through their connection to nature, pro-
duction, social relations and mental conceptions, and in direct relation to the labour process, demonstrates how capital
utilizes emergent technologies to incorporate labour further into its self-valorisation process as labour-power. The University
life-world that includes research and development is a critical domain in which to site Marx's structural technological critique,
and it is argued that this enables a critique of the public development and deployment of these technologies to reveal them
as a fetishised force of production, in order to re-politicize activity between students, teachers and the public.
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1. Introduction

Emergent technologies, represented below in the four manifestations of affective computing,
augmented reality, cloud-based systems, and human machine symbiosis, serve as examples of
how technological innovation is commodified and fetishised within the University, and how it there-
by enables capital to reproduce itself. Marx (2004, 493) understood and described this in terms of
technology's place inside a historical totality: “Technology discloses man’s mode of dealing with
Nature, the process of production by which he sustains his life, and thereby also lays bare the
mode of formation of his social relations, and of the mental conceptions that flow from them”. Thus,
emergent technologies that are produced at the limits of “man’s modes” of recasting and reforming
social relationships offer a critical insight into how capital co-opts research and development inside
the University, in order to restructure higher education for value formation and accumulation.

The argument outlined herewith will develop this idea of co-option through an analysis of how
technological developments are underpinned by commodification and fetishisation. A focus on
emergent technologies enables an exploration of the possible ways in which technological innova-
tion may affect power struggles and resistance in the academy, in particular where these are still
being embedded in the academic practices of the University. However, they demonstrate the po-
tential to change significantly both the ways in which education is conceived and delivered, and
through which its institutions reproduce capitalist social relationships, in order to re-inscribe the
history of labour-in-capitalism (Postone 1996). Thus at the core of the argument lies an engage-
ment with the mechanisms through which these emergent technologies reproduce hierarchical
power inside the University. In analysing the interstices between commodity fetishism, emergent
technologies and higher education, the relationships between emerging technologies, academic
activism, and the possibilities for student/worker protests inside and beyond the academy will be
addressed.

The domain of the University is important here as a site of cognitive or knowledge capital. Under
modes of cognitive capitalism (Dyer-Witheford 1999, Virno 2004, Williams 2012), these social rela-
tionships are constructed out of the compression and enclosure of time and space them-
selveswrought by technologically-transformed capital (Lebowitz 2003, Marx 2004, Postone 2009).
This process of transforming the University into an active site of struggle over the value produced
by cognitive capitalism is accelerated through the commodification of emergent technologies and
their subsequent fetishisation. This process amplifies how capital manoeuvres for power inside the
academy, and promotes an instrumentalism of academic practice that is related through immaterial
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labour and class struggles to critiques of academic activism and cybernetic control of knowledge
production (Holloway 2002, Tigqun 2001, Virno 2004).

One result is that an engagement with autonomous Marxism’s critique of power relations can
enable an argument for the development of emergent technologies as spaces for dissent. Here the
co-operative conquest of power might be developed as a step towards the abolition of power rela-
tions (Holloway 2002, Dyer-Witheford 2004), in order to re-inscribe a different set of possibilities
upon the world, and to critique how our technologically-enabled global webs of social relations con-
tribute to the dehumanisation of people, where they are treated as means in a produc-
tion/consumption-process rather than as ends in themselves able to contribute to a common
wealth. At issue is whether students and teachers are able to recapture the production and distribu-
tion of emergent technologies, in order to dissolve the symbolic power of the University into the
actual, existing reality of protest and negation. Moreover, in Harvey’s (2010, 46) terms, can a cri-
tique of emergent technologies enable those who work in higher education “to find an alternative
value-form that will work in terms of the social reproduction of society in a different image”?

2. A Note on Technology

The historical development of technology inside capitalism has served as a means for reproduc-
ing biopower (Feenberg 1999, Foucault 1977, Noble 1998, Weber 1969), and for systematising the
control of labour through socio-technical routines, procedures and cultures (Postone 1996). This
enculturation is a key point for the Ethical Issues of Emerging ICT Applications (ETICA) project's
scoping of the interplay between ethics and technology. The argument detailed below builds on
some of the findings of this project. The project team argue that a technology

“is a high level system that affects the way humans interact with the world. This means that
one technology in most cases can comprise numerous artefacts and be applied in many
different situations. It needs to be associated with a vision that embodies specific views of
humans and their role in the world” (Ikonen et al. 2010, 3-4).

This role in the world is underpinned by a range of socio-technical characteristics. Thus, in an anal-
ysis of ambient technologies, these characteristics are revealed by the actors engaged with them
as embeddedness, interconnectedness, invisibility, adaptivity, personalisation, and pervasiveness.
As a result, the ETICA project defined a socio-technical view of the world, in which human enter-
prise, or labour, requires and desires technological support that is increasingly seamlessly con-
nected, and which is increasingly adaptive, through the systemic integration of artifacts such as
sensors, networks, algorithms and grids.

The emerging and everyday reality of adaptive technologies shaping and redefining the rela-
tionship between humanity, nature or the world and power emerges as a central thread inside a
Marxist analysis of the relationships between machines and humanity. Marx (1993, 594) argued
that technologies in the form of machines “are the products of human industry, natural materials
transformed into instruments of the human domination of Nature, or of its activity in Nature... they
are the materialised power of knowledge”. This materialised power then reflects the relationships
that exist between those who use those technologies to create, repurpose and reproduce society,
and both those who innovate around those specific technologies and those who use them in their
labour. For Feenberg (1999, 83) this means that “technology is a site of social struggle”, through
which hegemonic positions are developed, legitimated, reproduced and challenged, and he argues
(1999, 87) for “[a] critical theory of technology [that] can uncover that horizon, demystify the illusion
of technical necessity, and expose the relativity of the prevailing technical choices”.

This view of technology as a critical site of struggle reflects the amplified alienation of labour in-
side the social factory, achieved through the symbiosis of human and machine (Negri 1989, Tronti
1973). As humanity is entwined and embedded with technological appendages, the possibilities for
cybernetic control and the further alienation of subjectivity become more apparent (Tigqun 2001).
Harvey (1990) argues that such objectification is a function of the incorporation of the flesh and
blood of humanity inside the machines of capital as one response of neoliberalism to the economic
and political crises of the 1970s. In this view, capital actively sought new strategies that “put a pre-
mium on ‘smart’ and innovative entrepreneurialism” (Harvey 1990, 157). Such entrepreneurialism
was in part realised in emergent technologies that incorporate humanity inside the reality of fixed
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capital. This fusion of dead and living labour from which new forms of value can be extracted, is a
critical way in which the circulation costs of capital can be reduced (Marx 2006). For Hardt and
Negri (2000, 406) this is a deeply political antagonism for “machines and technologies are not neu-
tral and independent entities. They are biopolitical tools deployed in specific regimes of production,
which facilitate certain practices and prohibit others”.

Here it is the productive power of socio-technical systems and the creation of cybernetic sys-
tems that enable humanity or its life-world to become increasingly machinic, so that humanity's
everyday existence is incorporated inside the means of re-production of capital (Habermas 1987,
Hardt and Negri 2000, Marx 2004, Tigqun 2001). In Marxian terms this further objectifies social
relationships as commaodities from which value can be extracted through, for instance, the monitor-
ing and harvesting of personal data, the enclosure and control of spaces or applications of con-
sumption, the use of venture capitalism to support specific social networks, and the technological
augmentation and capture of affectivity. This real subsumption of everyday activity then ensures
that for the individual

“the creative power of his labour establishes itself as the power of capital, as an alien pow-
er confronting him... Thus all the progress of civilisation, or in other words every increase in
the powers of social production... in the productive powers of labour itself — such as results
from science, inventions, divisions and combinations of labour, improved means of com-
munication, creation of the world market, machinery etc., enriches not the worker, but ra-
ther capital; hence only magnifies again the power dominating over labour.. the objective
power standing over labour” (Marx 1993, 307).

Thus, technologies are deployed by capital as revolutionary forces that enable it to destroy “all the
barriers which hem in the development of the forces of production, the expansion of needs, the all-
sided development of production, and the exploitation and exchange of natural and mental forces”
(Marx 1993, 409). This exploitation is constantly seeking to overcome the barriers that result from
physical limitations, and increasingly rests on the fusion of the human as social being with technol-
ogy, in order to create new commodities and forms of fetishisation. The University is one socio-
technical space in which capital develops this process of overcoming.

3. On the Commodification of Technologies, Immateriality and the University

The period of global austerity politics signaled by the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 has
witnessed a neoliberal backlash against state-subsidized public assets, as a form of economic
shock therapy (Klein 2007). In the United Kingdom, this process has led to the incorporation of
higher education inside the market logic of capitalism, with a concomitant transfer of the idea of
higher education as a public good to become one where it is produced as an individual good to be
serviced through private debt on a North American model (Collini 2012, Bailey and Freedman
2011, Williams 2012). This subsumption of the life of the University inside the market reflects the
systemic logic of capital, which aims to totalise itself (Hardt and Negri 2000). As Meiksins Wood
(1997, 1) noted

we're living in a moment when, for the first time, capitalism has become a truly universal
system.... Capitalism is universal also in the sense that its logic — the logic of accumulation,
commodification, profit-maximisation, competition — has penetrated almost every aspect of
human life and nature itself.

One of the ramifications of this process for academics and students is the commodification of
their scholarly work, in terms of courses, technologies, knowledges and cultural assets (Ball 2012,
Canaan and Shumar 2008, Newfield 2012, Williams 2012). Labour inside the University is increas-
ingly: driven by efficiency; underpinned by the dictates of key information sets and impact
measures, public/private partnerships, knowledge transfer and external income generation; and
disciplined by the logic that if a producer of educational goods is inefficient it will suffer in the mar-
ket (Cullerne-Browne 2012, McGettigan 2012). Thus, higher education has become a site of mar-
ketisation in which knowledge-work as the labour of an individual academic is being brought into
direct competition with that of other academics, across societies and inside new partnerships be-
tween state assets and private corporations.
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Competition between individual academics and these new associations of which they form a
part then forms a way of structuring socially the allocation/abundance of relevant, academic labour
(Marx 2004). The incorporation of academic work inside the market catalyses the subsequent crea-
tion of academic use-values that can be exchanged, and scholarship that can be commodified. The
nature of exchange, and the attempt to extract surplus value from a co-opted academic process,
means that hierarchical power relations developed inside universities are re-produced as the rela-
tion between those things that can actually be exchanged. As a result, academic labour is directly
subsumed under this drive to extract surplus value (Clark 1994, Marx 2004).

Knowledge work inside the University is particularly valuable as a result of the amount of social-
ly-necessary labour-time embedded in its products. Marx highlighted that the magnitude of the
value of labour, determined by the labour-time socially necessary to produce a specific commodity,
is defined as “the labour-time required to produce any use-value under the conditions of production
normal for a given society and with the average degree of skill and intensity of labour prevalent in
that society” (Marx 2004, 129). Inside higher education, the specialisation of the work and the skill-
levels required to innovate promise high rates of surplus value extraction, especially where techno-
logical research and development catalyses efficiencies in production and a reduced circulation
time for specific capitals. This specialisation and the promise of increased rates of relative surplus
value extraction fuels the employability agendas of government educational departments for whom
the skills developed at University are framed increasingly by the needs of the labour market (Bailey
and Freedman 2011, Ball 2012), which itself forms a central mechanism for regulating academic
labour (Marx 2006).

As technologies inside capitalism are used to deliver systemic efficiency and further valorise
value, it becomes difficult to sustain a positivist argument for the emancipatory potential of en-
hanced technological skills. The logic of technological innovation and deployment is for productivity
gains or outsourcing, or for workplace monitoring and surveillance alongside labour management
and stratification, or to catalyse the creation of value by opening up/harnessing new markets (Le-
bowitz 2003, Marx 2004). In the short-term, technological innovation gives capital a high marginal
productivity underpinned by and underpinning high levels of demand from both public and private
sectors. However, over time “moral depreciation” affects the gains made by technological innova-
tion:

“in addition to the material wear and tear, a machine also undergoes, what we may call a
moral depreciation. It loses exchange-value, either by machines of the same sort being
produced cheaper than it, or by better machines entering into competition with it. In both
cases, be the machine ever so young and full of life, its value is no longer determined by
the labour actually materialised in it, but by the labour-time requisite to reproduce either it
or the better machine. It has, therefore, lost value more or less. The shorter the period tak-
en to reproduce its total value, the less is the danger of moral depreciation; and the longer
the working-day, the shorter is that period. When machinery is first introduced into an in-
dustry, new methods of reproducing it more cheaply follow blow upon blow, and so do im-
provements, that not only affect individual parts and details of the machine, but its entire
build. It is, therefore, in the early days of the life of machinery that this special incentive to
the prolongation of the working-day makes itself felt most acutely” (Marx 2004, 528).

As a result, the drive under the treadmill logic of competition becomes to deliver constant inno-
vation across a whole socio-technical system, in order to maintain or increase the rate of extraction
of relative surplus value, and to tear down the barriers of under-consumption. This has ramifica-
tions for academic labour as Newfield (2010, 13) highlights, with an increasing proletarianisation of
scholarly work under three types of labour. The first type relates to “commodity skills”, which are
“readily obtained” and whose possessors are interchangeable, for instance, back-office or help-
desk workers. The second type incorporates those with “leveraged skills”, which require advanced
education and which offer clear added-value to the University, and yet which are possessed by
labour in many universities, for instance, computer programmers or network administrators. The
third type includes those with “proprietary skills”, defined as “the company-specific talents around
which an organization builds a business”. University management cultivate and commodify only
those with the skills to enhance propriety knowledge, from which rents or profits can be extracted.

The first two types of labour noted above can be proletarianised or outsourced because of the
low levels of socially-necessary labour time embedded in the value of their work. However, as pro-

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.



tripleC 10(2): 184-202, 2012 188

prietary skills are enclosed the competitive nature of marketised academic labour ensures that
such work becomes increasingly precarious (Bonefeld 2010, Neilson and Rossiter 2008). This is
because the socially necessary character of the labour-power expended in producing a particular
commodity or innovation or technology is diminished over-time and this reduces its value in the
market. As a result a persistent demand to innovate becomes essential inside the system. Thus, it
is around the holders and management of these proprietary or creative skills, which can be ex-
changed, where academic work that is congealed in the form of emergent technologies tends to
become fetishised in its social form as value (Marx 1993).

Fetishisation describes how, in a commodity producing society, the relationships that exist
amongst producers, mediated socially in the market, take on the form of a “social relation between
the products of labour” (Marx 2004, 164). This means that the exchange value of a specific com-
modity, which is in reality an expression of socially-necessary labour time, appears to be an inher-
ent property of the commodity, as revealed in its market price. In part this is because commodity
producing labour does not appear to be directly social as commodities are produced by independ-
ent individuals. As a result, labour only appears to be socially-necessary in the process of ex-
change, rather than in the processes of production and this underpins a reality of alienation.

“[TIhe result of the process of production and realization is, above all, the reproduction and
new production of the relation of capital and labour itself, of capitalist and worker. This so-
cial relation, production relation, appears in fact as an even more important result of the
process than its material results. And more particularly, within this process the worker pro-
duces himself as labour capacity, as well as the capital confronting him, while at the same
time the capitalist produces himself as capital as well as the living labour capacity confront-
ing him. Each reproduces itself, by reproducing its other, its negation. The capitalist pro-
duces labour as alien; labour produces the product as alien” (Marx 1993, 458).

The product or commodity has destroyed part of the living labour of the individual labourer and
is alienated from her as a fetishised form of value through the process of exchange. Inside the Uni-
versity, where the struggle between labour and capital lies in the creation and commodification of
cognitive capital, the notion of fetishism needs to be re-worked and re-analysed because the pro-
duction and circulation processes are “immaterial” (Zizek 2009). For Feenberg (1999, viii) this is the
reality of technological essentialism, where “technology reduces everything to functions and raw
materials”, with the result that individual emotions and affects, cultural cues and mores, and the
construction of the relations between individuals “are themselves the very material of our everyday
exploitation” (Zizek 2009, 139). From this process, two elements emerge as central in understand-
ing how knowledge work or cognitive capital or the information society becomes fetishised. Firstly,
capital finds mechanisms or technologies that enable it to enclose and commodify an increasingly
fluid and identity-driven set of social relations, which can form the basis of further exchange (Virno
2001, Virno and Hardt 1996), catalysed by work inside the University and based on mutations of
human subijectivity (Vercellone 2007). Secondly, capital commodifies and extracts value from eve-
ryday experiences and relationships, in order to reduce the unproductive circulation time of capital,
and thereby increase the rate of profit and relative surplus value (Dyer-Witheford 1999; Marx
2006).

In this process of fetishisation, social relations are increasingly structured by technically-
mediated organisations, like the University, which then re-inscribe anew socio-political hierarchies
that are increasingly technological, coercive and exploitative (Foucault 1977). In part this alienates
and separates individuals within a society through an exclusive division of labour (Lebowitz 2003;
Marx 2004). Moreover, as Marx highlights (1993), the development of such technologies that sub-
sume all of human life under capital's logic strengthens the idea that capitalist relations are natural
and purely technical. However, this naturalisation process reveals the construction of knowledge
through the reproduction of the general intellect, or knowledge as society's main productive force
(Marx 1993). On the one hand, capital uses this process to subsume and alienate social relation-
ships further as commodities, in particular through the control of communication and the re-
purposing of information (Dyer-Witheford 1999, Negri 1989). On the other hand, the reproduction of
the general intellect as mass intellectuality becomes the actual foundation of subversion-through-
praxis (Neary and Hagyard 2010; Virno 2001).

In part these processes of the production, distribution and consumption of mass intellectuality
are amplified by the extreme socialisation of web-based technologies and the ways in which emer-
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gent technologies are socialised. Therefore, the research and development of emergent technolo-
gies inside the University is a critical site of struggle through which a critical theory of socio-
technology and cognitive capitalism might be developed, and against which academic activism
might be revealed. For Marx (2004) understanding socio-technical innovation and transformation
was important because it highlighted the mechanics of the relationships between labour and capi-
tal.

By means of machinery, chemical processes and other methods, [capital] is continually
transforming not only the technical basis of production but also the functions of the worker
and the social combinations of the labour process. At the same time, it thereby also revolu-
tionizes the division of labour within society, and incessantly throws masses of capital and
of workers from one branch of production to another (Marx 2004, 617).

4, Emergent Technologies and Cognitive Capitalism

The influence of neoliberal ideology on higher education is being increasingly documented and
analysed (Ball 2012, Canaan and Shumar 2008, McGettigan 2012, Newfield 2012, Williams 2012).
There is a pervasive narrative that sees education as primarily concerned with developing students’
employability, where science and technology form primary means of fostering economic growth,
and where technologies underpin discourses related to value-for-money, commercial efficiency and
business process re-engineering. These ideas can be found in high level policy documents such as
the European Vision 2020 (European Commission (EC) 2010) or the Higher Education Funding
Council for England's support for technology-enhanced learning (HEFCE 2012), and in the funding
protocols for innovation programmes (EC 2012; Hall 2012). These protocols then shape and legiti-
mise the spaces in which individual universities develop projects, mission statements or strategies,
and they connect educational innovation to fiscal “realities”.

This ideological positioning is reflected through funding strategies, which focus on innovation
and research in the natural sciences and technology, with a concomitant diminishing flow of re-
sources of social sciences and humanities. The use of technology within education amplifies this
ideological turn, and further catalyses the commodification and fetishisation of educational practic-
es and institutions (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009; Feenberg 1999), alongside their enclosure
(Hall 2012). This thereby undermines education’s moral legitimacy (Stahl 2006). At issue here then
is to move this argument beyond the critique of established and embedded technologies inside the
University, in order to analyse how emergent technologies might impact the forms and content of
higher education and thereby enable capitalist social relations to be re-produced.

Critical in this process is the organisation, disciplining and exploitation of an increasingly imma-
terial workforce, through the use of emergent technologies that are inserted into the everyday activ-
ities and life-worlds of living human subjects (Dyer-Witheford 1999, Habermas 1987, Valtysson
2012), and which are incubated inside universities as centers of research and development. This is
a relentless dynamic, centered on capitalism’s constant revolutionizing of the means of production,
in order that capital can drive “beyond every spatial barrier... [and the ability to enhance] the crea-
tion of the physical conditions of exchange — of the means of communication and transport — the
annihilation of space by time — becomes an extraordinary necessity for it” (Marx 1993, 524). In
reducing the time of production and circulation, technology is implicated in a totalizing re-production
of social relations, which are in constant flux and motion (Postone 2009).

However, in this war on time and production/circulation costs, the fusion of human and machine
forms a new front in the use of the machine as a weapon in the struggle of capital against labour.
Research, development and implementation inside the University are sites of alienation, and there-
fore form spaces from which negation and dissent might spring. In developing this position, an
analysis of four interconnected examples of emergent technologies enable a clearer understanding
of likely future developments to emerge. In the following sub-sections the definition of emergent
technologies is outlined alongside a justification for the choice of the four technologies that are
discussed in more depth, with a view to understanding their role in future higher education. The
technologies in question are: affective computing; virtual and augmented reality; cloud computing;
and human-machine symbiosis.
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4.1. Emergent Technologies

The present discussion explores how emergent technologies that have been identified through
horizon-scanning might be expected to influence higher education and contribute to the conceptual
issues of fetishisation, commodification and immateriality. The basis on which to discuss such
emergent technologies raises issues that are related to historical uncertainties in the future devel-
opment of capitalism and the fundamental impossibility of predicting the nature and use of those
technologies. Despite these future unknowns, humans have developed mechanisms for developing
expectations and using these to make decisions that shape the future. One established mechanism
in academia is the use of foresight research (Cuhls 2003), which does not claim to know the future
but develops visions of possible futures that allow decision-makers to work towards possibilities
that are deemed desirable. The argument developed herewith uses this logic and draws on existing
research on future and emergent ICTs, which it then uses to explore the possible roles of such
technologies in higher education.

The argument draws on the findings of the ETICA project (lkonen et al. 2010) to clarify the roles
that emergent technologies can play in higher education. The ETICA project was a European-
funded research project, which ran from 2009-11, and that could be characterised as a foresight
project. It aimed to identify emerging technologies with a view to analyze their ethical consequenc-
es and thereby consider governance and policy implications. ETICA defined emergent technologies
as those that are likely to change significantly the ways in which humans interact with the world in
the near future of 10 to 15 years. These technologies are characterized by the fact that they are
subject to intensive research and development, which allows a reasonable prediction of their future
shape. It is important to note that whilst they are described as emergent, this does not affect their
current status. Some of these emergent technologies are already established, for instance cloud
computing, but they are described as emergent because there are significant research and devel-
opment activities currently going on that are expected to change their shape and possible applica-
tions, and thus their socio-political consequences.

The ETICA project did not focus on applications of technology, either in higher education or in
any other field, and the project did not apply a specifically Marxist viewpoint. The argument detailed
herewith does not claim to represent ETICA in any way, nor does it reflect the position of the ETI-
CA consortium. However, an analysis of the outcomes of first stage of the ETICA project enables
the identification of webs of emerging technologies that are particularly pertinent for higher educa-
tion. Engagement with four interconnected technologies serves as a point of departure for a
demonstration of the commodification and fetishisation of the social relations and identities that
emerge from inside the University and that underpin the development of mass intellectuality. These
technologies are: affective computing; augmented reality; cloud-based systems; and human ma-
chine symbiosis.

These four technologies were chosen out of the 11 technologies identified by the ETICA project
because they enable an interpretation of early technological adoption inside higher education, and
their status as emergent technologies means that they are likely to become even more influential
through the premium placed on high-technology (Gartner 2011). Thus, they lend themselves to an
analysis of how the University is impacted by emergent technology. They represent a spectrum of
technologies that cover the issues discussed here and which then exemplify the re-production of
socio-technical systems inside the University, as well as the potential to resist prevailing ideological
developments. However, each of the four interacts with at least one of the others, and this offers
the possibility that combinations of innovation might impact the relationships that exist between
capital and labour inside higher education. Each of the four technologies are discussed in a sepa-
rate sub-section which defines them, and which then discusses expected uses in higher education,
and how utility relates to questions of ideology, fetishisation, commodification and immateriality.
Pathways towards resistance, exemplified by these technologies, are then suggested.

4.2. Affective Computing

The technology: affective computing, sometimes also called emotional computing, aims to de-
velop artefacts that can perceive, express and model human emotions. Interest in the computa-
tional aspects of affects or emotions developed inside research laboratories in the last decade of
the 20th century, paralleled by the neoliberal focus on enterprise technologies that could be de-
ployed as innovations in the social factory. A critical development was the increased capabilities of
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computers to model emotions (Cowie 2005), and to work for embedding emotionality into socio-
technical systems that in turn enable capital to use cognition or immateriality to reproduce itself.
Such re-production is witnessed in the widening of the definition of such technologies to include
emotion-processing or human behavioral modeling.

Thus, this type of research underpins the creation of more responsive applications where hu-
man and computers interact, in order to harness the use of emotions in decision-making through
data collection for profiling, and brain imaging tools and sensors for the detection of emotions.
Whilst Robinson and el Kaliouby's (2009) research discusses a number of application areas related
to social inclusion and modeling social cognition, it is clear that affective computing enables the
commodification of social cognition. For instance, it is used: in modeling products related to the
management of social-emotional intelligence by agents and robots (Tao and Tan 2005); in develop-
ing affective games that react to a player's emotional state and enabling the game to deliver con-
tent at the most appropriate moment (Sykes and Brown 2003); and generating the ability to com-
municate the affective state of a game player to third parties (Hudlicka 2009).

For capital, capturing and mining this type of activity is an important field of innovation and value
extraction, because “data suggest that less than 10% of human life is completely unemotional. The
rest involves emotion of some sort” (Cowie 2005). Thus, capturing emotionality or affect through
technology focuses upon enhancing “the quality of human-computer communication and improving
the intelligence of the computer” (Tao and Tan 2005, 981). As emotion pervades human interac-
tion, sensitivity to emotions becomes fundamental to communicative action (Habermas 1987). As a
result, affective computing influences the ways in which humans interact with the world as it is me-
diated through feelings and the physical changes associated with them, alongside shifts in percep-
tion, judgments, and actions.

Educational application: the ability to understand and react to the emotional states of users is
envisaged through innovations in types of e-teaching related to games-based learning and virtual
world simulations, where sensing the learner's mood allows the customization of learning content
and presentation (Porto Interactive Center 2012, xDelia 2012). Driven by research and develop-
ment in affective computing, cognitive and behavioral psychology are further commodified inside
capital, in-part through the partnerships between universities and commerce, as affective compu-
ting drives the assumption that human emotions are capable of being measured, recognised, clas-
sified, produced and valorised (Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Media Lab 2012). An
important aspect of this emergent technology is that there is a direct link between emotions and
external actions like consumption.

Similarly an emotional awareness would allow better responses from teachers who are then
able to monitor their own and students’ emotional states, in order to gather mutual feedback on the
success of teaching sessions. Thus, the MIT Media Lab (2012) focuses upon “computing that re-
lates to, arises from, or deliberately influences emotion or other affective phenomena”. The growing
focus on learning analytics as a means of monitoring and surveillance learning outcomes, in order
to commodify them, also connects cognitive and emotional practices and outcomes (Educause
2012), especially where they are connected to the on-going fetishisation of learning delivery
through mobile devices (Blackboard 2012).

The potentially positive outcomes of the use of affective computing in higher education, in par-
ticular in work-based and placement learning, and related to simulations, can be contrasted with
less beneficial ones, relating to increased manipulation and control. Personal behaviours and char-
acteristics can be more easily inscribed inside teaching programmes by rewarding particular reac-
tions to managed interventions. This is exacerbated by the fact that the use of such technologies in
education would likely be designed by private corporations for profit or through rents emerging from
application-based interventions. These interventions are likely to be translated into marketised so-
lutions, which in-turn enable students to be more successfully oriented towards employability, ra-
ther than a critical questioning of the discourses around the political role of the University.

Resistance: a critical space for resistance related to affective computing is through re-
humanisation and the co-operative development of solutions to problems related to gaming, simu-
lations or work-based learning, and the outright refusal to commodify virtual interactions. In fact,
affective computing offers a clear space for analysing socio-technical systems that are ethically
problematic, as users are able to discern the possibility of being manipulated. Moreover, there is
good reason to believe that where scholars resist the appearance of emotions in educational ma-
chinery, in-part because such emotions appear to be false in the sense that they are fundamentally
different from human emotions, they are able to develop an ethical digital literacy. In particular this
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relies upon the engagement of mutual networks of scholarly critique, in order to connect real-world
emotionality to shared problem-solving. The hope is that this will overcome the threat of individuat-
ed, false or augmented affects, which separate users from each other and enable cognitive capital-
ism to maintain its power relationships inside the University, for example through the sousveillance
(Ganascia 2010) of teachers by students or of management by staff.

4.3. Virtual and Augmented Reality

The technology: virtual or augmented reality is closely related to affective computing, It devel-
oped from Heilig’s (1962) Sensorama Simulator that was designed to mitigate against the risks that
came with hazardous jobs by simulating the environments in which capital needed labour to be
trained. The history of the development of virtual and augmented reality deeply connects innovation
inside the University with commercial enterprise. Thus, applications like Lanier's VPL DataGlove
demonstrated that these technologies could be extended beyond head-worn displays to include
handheld and LCD displays, and into smart-phones whose applications extend the marketisation of
everyday experience, through the enclosure of content and concomitant subscription or rental. This
content is then further commodified as virtual information is projected onto the augmented objects
or as augmented information is projected onto the real life contexts (Zhou et al 2008).

Advanced computer hardware enables virtual and augmented reality applications to become
more immersive and integrated into daily life. Thus, the technology is extendable into the manufac-
ture and repair of complex machinery, in reducing the costs of maintaining fixed labour, alongside
its potential to annotate objects and environments, and further fetishises the user’s experiences of
her life-world and her very identity. Capital uses these techniques to influence the behaviour, inter-
personal communication and cognition of labour, and also to enhance the colonisation and enclo-
sure of virtual space, meaning that virtual identities, like avatars, are individuated and commodified
beyond the social relationships from which they spring. Thus, virtual objects convey information
that enables the real subsumption of labour in its performance of real-world tasks. By supplement-
ing an everyday reality with virtual objects or data the immaterial labourer is able to perceive the
environment more comprehensively than with her own senses. Consequently the process of im-
mersion enables the enhancement of labour’s perception of and interaction with the real world by
capturing and harnessing multiple sensorial channels (Cline 2005). This enables capital to re-
produce itself in new forms and through the production of new services that move beyond the bar-
riers of under-consumption.

Educational applications: the use of virtual and augmented reality technologies in higher edu-
cation is well advanced, and focused on training, discover-based learning, modelling, gaming and
extending virtual resources. It has historical links with defense and military training, and with ex-
tending opportunities for marketing (Hamilton 2011), and mobile learning (Joint Information Sys-
tems Committee (JISC) 2012). For instance, Second Life (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009)
serves as a platform to provide material and interactions inside scholarly communities, and for ex-
perimenting with simulations, in-part as a form of play. Universities have used this platform to pro-
vide specific training on topics that require more than a textual interface, for instance in the man-
agement of schizophrenia or in health sciences where views of bodies or organs may be required,
as well as in interacting with remote students through the construction of virtual campuses. While
Second Life may be the most prominent example of virtual environments, there is a broader move
towards such technologies in higher education (Human Interface Technology Laboratory New Zea-
land (HIT Lab NZ) 2012), and to some degree Learning Management Systems like Blackboard
increasingly seek to incorporate aspects of augmentation and immersion into their virtual environ-
ments.

Resistance: augmentation enables the creation of spaces from which rents can be extracted by
private corporations operating inside education through in-world or application-based innovation.
This demonstrates the co-opted inter-relationships between emerging technologies, the labour-in-
capitalism and higher education (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009). Virtualisation catalyses sig-
nificant discussion inside universities and from higher education policy-makers about whether ex-
ternal providers should host educational activities and extract rents as a form of accumulation. This
is partly driven by practical considerations such as intellectual property and the security of teaching
material in outsourced environments. However, scholarly resistance focuses upon technical and
usability issues, alongside the acceptability of engaging in the further enclosure of virtualised space
through augmentation technologies (Wake and Stahl 2010). At issue in the educational resistance
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to augmented technologies is the ways in which scholars are actively encouraged to produce and
share open curricula and artifacts in ways that reveal humanising engagements that do not form
new commodities, but help maintain a diversity of expertise across communities. Thus, in these
mutual spaces, the relevance of marginal developments like application-based, locative and aug-
mented reality services might be questioned through consensus, and related to social need and
issues of privacy and identity.

4.4, Cloud Computing

The technology: increasingly the innovative services addressed by affective computing or vir-
tual and augmented reality, are being managed through cloud computing, which promises to deliv-
er computing resources to different locations through globalised circulation networks. It originated
with Licklider's work on ARPANET (lkonen et al. 2010). Alongside the generation of value for the
military, its development was predicated upon its value as a public utility like water or electricity.
This became increasingly possible via the growth in bandwidth in the 1990s. As a direct result, its
development was able to facilitate remote working, and the separation and surveillance of proletar-
ianised work at a distance from any formal, Taylorised work setting, enabling capital to distribute
available commodity and leveraged skills amongst low-wage societies through outsourcing (New-
field 2010). The evolution of cloud computing through phases of grid and utility computing, applica-
tion service provision, and Software as a Service (Dikaiakos et al. 2009), enables the dynamics of
cognitive labour to pervade the social factory and thereby amplify immateriality on a global scale
(Hardt and Negri 2000, Virno 2004).

In particular, cloud computing enables capital both to extract value from social networks and
personal interconnections through the corporate control of systems, networks and data, and to
reduce the circulation costs of productive capital through scalable and elastic IT-enabled capabili-
ties that are delivered as a service from low wage circuits into those spaces from where high value
can be extracted (Marx 2006). As enterprises seek to consume their IT services in the most cost-
effective way, interest has grown in drawing a broad range of services, for example, computational
power, storage and business applications, from the "cloud" rather than from on-premises equip-
ment. This outsourced approach is focused on reducing the costs of distribution of commodities
and labour.

Where cloud services are used to store very personal data, such as photos and videos, data
mining and tagging are enmeshed with capitalist accumulation through rental costs, and targeted
marketing. In some cases this enables smart consumption, for instance through the data-driven
connection between hardware like RFID tags and smart-phones, localisation services, and cloud-
based services like customer relationship management systems and payment service providers
(The Think-Trust project 2010). It also enables the commodification of data related to medical rec-
ords between business and insurance partners (Andriole and Khorasani 2010), thereby supporting
the further incorporation of bio-power into healthcare. Ease of use of cloud services is emphasized
with very fast, optimized connections and enforced terms of service or agreements through which
users give away ownership of personal data (Fuchs 2010). The interconnections generated by
shared data in these networks are very dynamic and enable the consumers of these services to
produce and consume a nomadic lifestyle that is bound less by space than by time. In fact, the
permanent immateriality of these services forms an attempt by capital to annihilate space by time.

Educational applications: cloud computing is a technology that is already used in higher edu-
cation, in particular to share services, like email and back-end information management, and for
research processes or data storage (JISC 2011). It is particularly widespread with regards to social
networks and other social media, which tend to be in profit-oriented and which then further reify
and objectify human relationships. This is realised in the discourses around words like “follower”
and “friend". Inside Universities, attempts are also being made to commodify and sell the idea of
cloud computing in terms of green IT or sustainability, despite the lack of evidence that the cloud is
“greener”, and industry has wrapped itself around this concept as a space for further service-led
innovation (Hall and Winn 2011).

A related question is how cloud computing can affect the way in which higher education is struc-
tured and organised, and in particular how Universities redesign their teaching design and delivery
around the cloud (Das 2012) and services like library provision (Sanchati and Kulkarni 2011). In the
United Kingdom there is a debate about the use of technology to decrease the price of education
and cloud computing is perceived to be one means by which services can be shared and thus
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costs can be reduced. This is purely oriented towards the financial cost of education through labour
costs, and redesigning the labour market around commodified services (JISC 2011), and does not
consider the ways in which pedagogic considerations impact technological deployment.

Resistance: cloud computing highlights the complex entanglements of technology, the social
relationships that are revealed in organisational structures, and politics. On the one hand one can
see examples of resistance to the extraction of rents and value from the implementation of cloud
technologies that are directed at business process re-engineering. This is a form of state-
subsidized privatization, and highlights concerns about the continuation and provision of services to
students through outsourcing and sharing. This has concomitant data and privacy issues, as well
as opening-up educational data for mining by transnational venture capitalists. Such transnational
networks also enable governments to use the logic of homeland security to monitor data (Walden
2011).

However, social media also allow the circumvention of control and thereby offer new avenues
for subversive collaboration against and resistance to managerial agendas. These uses of cloud
computing lead to a blurring of boundaries and higher education institutions which are driven by
financial interests and subsequently find it increasingly difficult to legitimise the boundaries be-
tween inside and outside the University. This is a problem for capital because its structures cannot
control the activities of their employees and students in networks beyond the University, and these
can be co-opted to open-up cracks in intellectual property and the production of social relationships
for other, mutual interests. The implementation of cloud technologies thereby contain the seeds of
resistance towards the very enclosing motives that promote it.

4.5. Human-Machine Symbiosis

The technology: the apogee of this attempt to reduce the costs associated with and emerging
from the processes of exchange and the extraction of relative surplus value, and capital’s desire to
reduce socially-necessary labour time, is human-machine symbiosis or human augmentation. This
is a technology in which the connections between affective and augmented technologies for the
production of socially-defined, identity-driven commodities, and their development, monitoring and
distribution through cloud-based tools are revealed. What is witnessed is the apotheosis of the
fetishised form of the human as optimised labour-power; of the human as machine designed, aug-
mented and alienated for the valorisation of value (Marx 1993).

Human-machine symbiosis was originally envisaged by Licklider (1960, 1) as a means by which
more efficient co-operative action could be catalysed, through a “very close coupling” between
human and machine, in order to increase the efficiency of “formulative thinking” and the control of
“complex situations without inflexible dependence on predetermined programs”. Licklider (1960, 1)
hoped that “the symbiotic partnership will perform intellectual operations much more effectively
than man alone can perform them”. The premise was that human intellect could be augmented,
and that as a result human beings would be able to perform tasks or labour that was beyond their
ordinary physical limitations.

This approach led to the development of the mouse, to innovations in human-computer interac-
tion, interactive computing, hypermedia, and video-conferencing, as mediums that enhance the
efficiency and value of labour and reduce the circulation time of commodities (lkonen et al. 2010).
For Roy (2004) this meant that human-machine symbiosis could be understood as a technology
that enhances and improves human potential where human capacities are restricted. He views the
technological machine as an extension of the human, and such symbiosis emerges through wear-
able technologies, assistive technologies or neural implants (Ikonen et al. 2010).

Pace Marx (1993, 2004), this is one of the logical outcomes of capital's need to enforce co-
operation in industrialised labour. This co-operation is dissolved into the fabric of society through:
the development of personal consoles; the affective desires integrated into mobile and personal
technologies; and the integration of machinery into the labourer’'s body as an extension of her la-
bour-power. As Greef et al (2007, 1) argue in relation to augmented cognition, the aim is “the crea-
tion of adaptive human-machine collaboration that continually optimises performance of the hu-
man-machine system”. This connects to Marx's (1993) view of the incorporation of labour inside the
machinery of capitalist re-production.

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012.



195 Richard Hall and Bernd Stahl

“In machinery, objectified labour confronts living labour within the labour process itself as
the power which rules it; a power which, as the appropriation of living labour, is the form of
capital... The development of the means of labour into machinery is not an accidental mo-
ment of capital, but is rather the historical reshaping of the traditional, inherited means of
labour into a form adequate to capital. The accumulation of knowledge and of skill, of the
general productive forces of the social brain, is thus absorbed into capital, as opposed to
labour, and hence appears as an attribute of capital” (Marx 1993, 694-695).

Human-machine symbiosis has now permeated society to an extent where technology appears
as a fetish or veil, as the social brain appears to be a natural well-spring from capitalism's forces of
production, constructed through emergent technologies. Thus, consumers have become depend-
ent and reliant to a large extent on their personal technology, as it extends their role or identity in
the social factory. This affects how labour is enabled to access information, to conduct business,
and to communicate globally. However, although such symbiosis enables labour both to perform
more complex computations and to reduce the costs of circulation of commodities as information or
communication, the impact of moral degradation means that there is a persistent need to innovate.

Educational applications: possible applications relate to the provision of immediate and per-
sonalised feedback, as is seen in the medical work being carried out by the Human Machine Sym-
biosis Lab (MIT Media Lab 2012), which is designing, developing and evaluating new human ma-
chine interfaces that can be applied in haptic user interfaces related to the sense of touch. The lab
aims to incorporate psychophysics, biomechanics and neurology in its development of smart and
effective haptic interfaces and devices. Elsewhere, the MIT 10x program (2012) continually evalu-
ates a cross-section of applications including aspects of memory, in order to enhance and expand
human cognitive abilities. This focuses upon the radical re-structuring of the practices that underpin
knowledge work both inside the University and through knowledge exchange into the social factory.
Such symbiosis demonstrates a constant striving to commodify and re-produce human experience
beyond the limits of human capabilities, as they are organised inside capitalism.

This augmentation of cognitive processing power underpins innovation in brain-machine inter-
faces, an emerging neuro-technology that translates brain activity into command signals for exter-
nal devices. Research on these interfaces began in the 1970s at the University of California Los
Angeles, with the establishment of a direct communication pathway between the brain and specific
devices to be controlled. Whilst these technologies are mainly being developed for medical reasons
(Berger 2007, Gasson and Warwick 2007) they also enable different forms of immaterial labour to
be imagined inside the University, and as a direct result everyday experience is co-opted for the
extraction of surplus value by corporations. This is seen in Human-Systems Integration for Optimal
Decision Making, which augments labour in dynamic and complex environments like air traffic con-
trol and nurse training (Ikonen et al. 2010). Not only does research inside the University catalyse
these innovations in immateriality, but those same University contexts provide work-based spaces
in which they can be trialled and then embedded across society.

Thus, there is a focus inside the range of higher education contexts on the amplification of hu-
man-systems integration, in order to consider socio-technical issues related to personnel, training,
system safety, and health hazards, in the design of the symbiotic technologies that a targeted au-
dience will use. The Cognitive and Organisational Systems Engineering project (COSE 2012) is
modelling human-systems integration to support optimal decision-making in a range of environ-
ments. This demonstrates how research that is generated inside the University enables integrated
processes and tools to be developed and tested, in order that they revolutionise capitalist work and
enable the re-production of capitalist social relations in the spaces beyond higher education. Thus,
whilst these projects initially support people's cognitive work-based learning in health and air traffic
management environments, the specific intention is to extend this immaterial work to other do-
mains, through the integration of learning and training, people, technologies and the environments
in which they work.

Resistance: human-machine symbiosis is a technology that carries the possibility of radical re-
sistance to the incorporation of humanity inside the means of re-production on capitalist social rela-
tions, in particular through its impact on what human beings perceive as natural. This is amplified
as close relationships between humans and technology are depicted as problematic and undesira-
ble, in particular where a process of dehumanisation is uncovered as labour-power is continually
optimised through upgrades. This is a refusal to accept humanity as machine designed, augmented
and alienated for the valorisation of value. These uses of ICT are therefore be likely to encounter
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dissent inside higher education environments where one of the traditional aims is that of the devel-
opment of autonomous individuals, rather than commodified individuality, an aim which is contra-
dicted in the redevelopment of the technology itself.

4.6. Summary: Emergent Technologies in Higher Education

The innovations located in these four emergent technologies enable cognitive labourers to
transcend physical barriers through virtual reality, and to consume their educational life-world in
new ways. As those experiences are produced and commodified both globally and yet on an indi-
vidual level, capital is able to capture and harness everyday experiences as commodities for rent,
value extraction and profit (Clark 1994, Marx 2004), and for the subsequent re-production of itself
through the development of proprietary skills. The very fact of capital's enclosure of the human
body inside its machinery of exploitation is catalysed by research inside the University. However, it
is also played out in: the deployment of marketised and cloud-based learning environments and
educational services; the application of virtualisation and augmentation to education as a means of
maintaining hegemonies; in work-based learning and placement experiences; and through the in-
sertion of emergent machinery directly into the life-world of labour. This means that labour's very
educational life-world is a site of surplus value creation and extraction, and accumulation through
commodification and rent. As Meiksins-Wood (1997) identified, there is no outside of this system of
alienation.

However, for Postone (1996) it is the historic role of labour-in-capitalism that contains revolu-
tionary potential, precisely because its increasing exploitation, alienation and dehumanising mech-
anisation is persistently revealed in its everyday practices. As education becomes a core site for
the re-production of hegemonic discourses and power relationships, this revelation of commaodifica-
tion that is amplified through technological innovation precedes reflexivity and praxis from inside
the University. The possibility remains that labour will realise the increasing proletarianisation of its
educational practices. Thus, it is possible to sketch and support a flowering of dissent based on the
autonomous utilisation of those same emergent hardware, software and networks that are used to
immiserate (Coleman 2012, Dyer-Witheford 1999, Newfield 2010). At issue here is how the produc-
tion of emerging technologies inside the University might affect academic labour as a form of activ-
ism.

5. For Exodus and the Courage of Academic Activism

Holloway (2002) argues that we deceive ourselves if we believe that the structures which exist
in order to reproduce capitalist social relations can be used as a means to overcome its alienating
organisation of work. Whilst he makes this point for the structure of the democratic state as a sym-
bol of failed revolutionary hope, his point might equally be made about the University.

“In reality, what the state [University] does is limited and shaped by the fact that it exists as
just one node in a web of social relations. Crucially, this web of social relations centres on
the way in which work is organised. The fact that work is organised on a capitalist basis
means that what the state [University] does and can do is limited and shaped by the need
to maintain the system of capitalist organisation of which it is a part” (Holloway 2002, 6).

Thus, any institution’s room for manoeuvre is constricted by transnational global capital, and in
particular by the compression and enclosure of time and space wrought by technologically-
transformed, finance capital. In this view, working to take control of an institution crushes the trans-
formatory intent of those who would fight against capitalism, because this transformation is always
about limited manoeuvring for power. In Virno’s (n.d.) terms this is based on “weak thought”, or a
political philosophy that “was developed by philosophers with theories that offer an ideology of the
defeat [of the labour movement by neoliberalism] after the end of the ‘70s”. Thus, educational val-
ues are predicated instrumentally on the tenets espoused by liberal democracy as it is revealed
inside capitalism, tied to tropes of equality or liberty, or on often ill-defined practices/qualities like
respect or openness. Even inside the University it becomes difficult to imagine a different form of
social life beyond the realities of capitalist work.

In this way the fetishisation of emergent technologies risks reinforcing hegemonies, so that they
are seen as revolutionary only in terms of how they generate individual, user-generated outcomes,
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rather than in describing new forms of value. In this view, they re-produce a set of universal,
transhistorical norms, through which it is simply not acceptable to argue for other forms of value or
organisation beyond those imposed by democratic capitalism. Moreover, it no longer becomes
possible to address the structural dominance of educational elites within capitalism, or the limited,
procedural definition of the value of education and educational innovation inside capitalism. Im-
portant here are the mechanisms by which innovation flowing to/from the University supports the
ways in which neoliberal capitalism intentionally designs, promotes and manages forms of democ-
racy and governance that complement its material objectives (Harvey 2010). This is achieved, in-
part, through the implementation of ideological control inside the socio-technical institutions and
cultures of civil society, which in-turn make it impossible to step beyond the controlling logic of the
rights of consumers.

This is not to say that oppositional forms that are against the University, and which utilise open
and emergent technologies do not exist (EduFactory 2012, Hall 2011, OpenDemocracy 2012, FThe
Sociological Imagination 2012, Occupy Wiki 2012). The counter-hegemonic practices of occupation
are increasingly being seen as educational, and are enabling the re-imagining of socio-technical
systems and forms of life, through general assemblies, militant research strategies and activity that
is deliberative and conducted in public. In fact, it is from the activities of these global movements,
arising from indignation, that a critique of the development of emergent technologies inside the
University might be situated, in order to identify opportunities for dissent, negation and pushing
back against the alienating rhetoric of capitalist work (Holloway 2010). This critique emerges from
two strands: firstly, in being against pedagogies of consumption that define the uptake of emergent
technologies through the commodification of engagement and activity; secondly, from the recogni-
tion that those technologies help to critique the reality and history of labour-in-capitalism.

In some cases these radical education projects are working politically to re-define issues of
power and are an attempt to re-inscribe higher education as higher learning dissolved into the fab-
ric of society. In most cases they see the institution of the school or the university as symbolically
vital to a societal transformation. They form a process of re-imagination that risks fetishisation or
reification of radical education, but which offers a glimpse of a different process that shines a light
on the University as one node in a global web of social relations. This also focuses upon rethinking
in public the role of academics in society, facilitated through emergent technologies and where the
use of these technologies for production-in-public is the central organising theme. One focus is on
overcoming individuation through association and embedding resources in target communities with
an academic, co-operative consideration of the issues involved (Downes 2012).

Thus, where a critique of everyday scholarly activities, related to higher learning inside and be-
yond the academy, is folded into the logic of capital’'s production of these technologies, they be-
come a networked space within which negation, dissent and revolt can emerge (Holloway 2002).
Here, globally-connected, human-machine symbiosis might become especially important in over-
coming the totalising logic of capitalism where it enables the mutual, co-operative conquest of
power as a step towards the abolition of power relations. Critical here is the revelation of the de-
humanisation of people as means in a production/consumption-process, for example in the mining
of emotions enabled by affective computing or in the virtualisation of educational life, rather than as
individuals able to contribute to a common wealth. Thus, the use of cloud-based, emergent tech-
nologies offers the possibility to connect a global politics of refusal through socio-technological
systems. This demands the invocation of a world of disjuncture, disunity, and discontinuity, where
academic labour inside capitalism becomes riskier as the repetitive, precarious nature of its aliena-
tion and dehumanisation is revealed.

The connection of higher education and society through emergent technologies is important in
defining spaces for dissent and pushing-back that are technologically-enabled, because the Uni-
versity remains a symbol of those places where mass intellectuality can be consumed, produced
and more importantly contributed to by all. Thus, the revelation of shared experiences of alienation
inside the social factory, using emerging technologies that heighten the sensation of oppression
and enable them to be shared, offers a possibility that new sites of opposition and critique can be
created. In amplifying this process, scholarly practices inside the University offer sites for coura-
geous action against states of exception (Agambe 2005) that enclose how and where and why
people assemble, associate and organise. However, academics inside the University have little
room for manoeuvre in resisting the enclosing logic of competition and in arguing for a socialised
role for higher education, given the ideological, political drive towards, for instance, indentured
study and debt, internationalisation, privatisation and outsourcing. As a result, the internal logic of
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the University is increasingly prescribed by the rule of money, which forecloses on the possibility of
creating transformatory social relationships as against fetishised products and processes of valori-
sation.

The idea of exodus is important here, as a form of dissent, revolt or rebellion against capital’s
exploitation of the entirety of social life, as it is revealed through emergent technologies. This ex-
ploitation is witnessed in affective technologies through playbor in games-based industries (Dyer-
Witheford and de Peuter 2009), and in the harvesting of cloud-based data for the the subsumption
of identities for further accumulation by social networks (Winer 2011), or in the enclosure of the
open web through augmentation applications that are designed for profit (Short 2011). Thus, the
fetishisation of personalisation, of self-branding, of the emergent technologies through which indi-
viduals connect, risks the commodification of each and every action we take in the world. However,
this enhanced, connected, semantic web of social relations also offers a crack through which the
domination of capital might be opposed. As lllich (1975, 82) argues: “Only among convivially struc-
tured tools can people learn to use the new levels of power that modern technology can incorpo-
rate in them”. Thus, the very automation or human-machine augmentation and symbiosis that capi-
tal demands and develops in order to discipline and control labour makes possible an exodus from
the society of capitalist work through the radical redisposal of the surplus time that arises as an
outcome of that automation, alongside the new ways in which different groups can interconnect in
that surplus time (Virno 2004).

Academics then have an important role in amplifying the potentialities for an exodus away from
the society of capitalist work. This is more than a series of atomised rearguard actions against capi-
tal's cybernetic command (Dyer-Witheford 1999). This role begins in negation or refusal of the
starting point for cognitive labour. For Noble (1998), this meant arguing against the conversion of
intellectual activity into intellectual capital and hence private property, catalysed through virtualisa-
tion that is itself driven by the commodification of research and teaching and the emergence of
commercially-viable, proprietary products that can be marketised. The capitalist processes of de-
skilling and automation, fetishisation of products, and proletarianisation of labour are at the core of
this process. Thus, by reconnecting the University life-world that includes research and develop-
ment to Marx's deeper, structural technological critique, it is possible to legitimise the development-
in-public of emergent technologies, and their revelation as a fetishised force of production, as a re-
politicised form of activity between students, teachers and public. Moreover, it becomes possible to
use this legitimation to catalyse spaces of dissent or protest that underpin new workerist revolts
(Coleman 2012, Mason 2012). The workerist nature of these protests is important because of the
tendency of capital to subordinate and exploit proletarianised social labour, in order to sustain and
enhance the more valuable, cognitive labour of those with proprietary skills (Newfield 2010, Dyer-
Witheford 2004).

Thus, in the mass of protests that form a politics of events against austerity academics need to
consider their participatory traditions and positions, and how they actively contribute to the dissolu-
tion of their expertise as a commaodity, in order to support other socially-constructed forms of pro-
duction. In the critique of knowledge production, revealed through the production/consumption of
specific emergent technologies, the University can grow in excess of its symbolic role. As a result,
students and teachers might reconsider how they engage with emergent technologies, in order to
contribute to a re-formation of their webs of social interaction. How do students and teachers con-
tribute to public dissent against domination and foreclosure? For Marx (1992, 2004), technology is
a central strand in the revolutionary transformation of society. This transformation overthrows the
capitalist value-form in the construction of an alternative value-structure, and an alternative value-
system that does not have the specific character of that achieved under capitalism. Pace Marx
scholars might consider how their work on and with emergent technologies dissolves the symbolic
power of the University into the actual, existing reality of protest, in order to engage with this pro-
cess of transformation beyond mere commaodification.
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1. Introduction

In this essay | wish to explore Raymond Williams’ assertion that the means of communication can
be identified as a means of production. | seek to do this in the context of a critical enquiry of Wil-
liams’ paper Means of Communication as a Means of Production (2005[1978]). It will be my thesis
that Williams work opens up new possibilities in new communications theory. However | contend
that despite opening up these possibilities, Williams’ own theory is unable to develop these possi-
bilities to their ultimate conclusion and we must turn towards Althusser’s structural Marxism to as-
sist in such development. The essay itself will be structured in three main sections. In the first sec-
tion I'll outline Marx’s definition of the means of production and how he viewed the means of com-
munication as a form of the relations of production. | will also discuss Marx’s base-superstructure
and what defining the means of communication as the relations of production does for this under-
standing of society. In the second section I'll outline Raymond Williams’ argument for identifying the
means of communication as a means of production, drawing on the vast literature provided by Wil-
liams over his career, I'll argue that while Williams offers an interesting proposition, his argument is
based on a definition of terms like ‘production’, which reduce their capability to express what the
explicit means of production are. I'll argue that while Williams’ wants to insist that production is
beyond that of just ‘commodity production’, the use of communications now is one in which the
information provided by the means of communication is treated like a commodity. In the last sec-
tion, | want to examine how elements of Althusser’s philosophy can produce the theoretical inter-
vention necessary to examine the the internet as a means of communication identified as ‘means
of production’ which produces ‘information as a commodity’. The aim of this paper is twofold. To
develop a foundation for the continued analysis of the means of communication such as the Inter-
net, in the vein of Marxist theory and, to attempt to overcome the criticisms of structuralism that are
contained in Raymond Williams’ work.

2. Karl Marx and the Means of Production

In 1857, Marx wrote one of his more enduring pieces of work. The Preface to a Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economy (Marx 1859/1994) is for many within Marxist theory the Rosetta stone,
by which all work by Marx and Engels produced after this time are understood. However it is one
significant passage within this document, which has received substantial exegetical focus. Marx
writes that

“In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations, which
are independent of their will, namely relations of production appropriate to a give stage in the
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development of their material forces of production. The totality of these relations of produc-
tion constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal
and political superstructure to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The
mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, political and in-
tellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their so-
cial existence that determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of development, the
material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of produc-
tion or — this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms — with the property relations
within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of development of
the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social revo-
lution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation of
the whole immense superstructure. In studying such transformations it is always necessary
to distinguish between the material transformation of the economic conditions of production,
which can be determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, reli-
gious, artistic or philosophic — in short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of
this conflict and fight it out. Just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about
himself, so one cannot judge such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, on
the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the contradictions of material life,
from the conflict existing between the social forces of production and the relations of produc-
tion. No social formation is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is suf-
ficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace older
ones before the material conditions for their existence have matured within the framework of
old society. Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since
close examination will always show that the problem itself arises only when the material
conditions for its solution are already present or at least in the course of formation” (Marx
1994, 211).

The passage itself is rich with information that can help guide our understanding of the means of
production. From the idea that “the totality of relations of production constitute the economic struc-
ture of society...on which arises a legal and political superstructure” (Marx 1990, 211), which briefly
outlines the base-superstructure edifice which has become a central component, and heavily de-
bated aspect of the Marxian tradition, to the idea that “at a certain stage of development; the mate-
rial productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of production” (ibid.),
we can begin to formulate how Marx constructed the means of production. Necessarily it is these
two important segments from the passage of the preface that concern us in this paper. If Raymond
Williams’ proposal that the means of communication are a means of production then this would
necessitate a rethinking of society’s structure, or would it? In order to understand the problem, we
need to first be able to understand the elements that are used in constructing the problem. The
main elements, as we see in the title of Williams essay, are: 1.) The means of communication and
2.) the means of production. We may argue that the title of the essay Means of Communication as
a Means of Production identifies the means of production as a larger category than the means of
communication, that the means of communication become just a subcategory of the means of pro-
duction. Seem in this way it is then necessary, that if we are to identify the means of communica-
tion as a means of production, to come to an understanding of what the means of production are.

In Marx, the means of production refers to two elements of production that when entered into a
labour process becomes a unified productive force. We can understand then, according to the ac-
count of historical materialism that is outlined in the passage above that these elements, the in-
struments of labour and the raw materials are then an aspect, in their development, of the conflict
that arises between the productive forces and the relative production. As such they play a role in
defining the social structure. It is then required that we explore these categories further. For Marx
“an instrument of labour, is a thing, or a complex of things, which the worker interposes between
himself and the object of his labour and which serves as a conductor, directing his activity onto that
object” (Marx 1990, 285). While there is debate surrounding the actual means of production and
what can and cannot be understood by them, G.A. Cohen (2000) argues that such things as
strength, skills, knowledge, and intelligence are not an aspect of either raw materials or instruments
of labour but that they are in effect a means of the labour process. The ambiguity of terms such as
means of production and instruments of labour allow for discrepancies in how one describes such
elements of the productive process. It seems then that what an instrument of labour is, according to
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such a definition, is an instrument such as a hammer, or even a factory, anything which focuses
activity on an object of labour. Despite the broadness of such a concept, it become even broader
when we take into account Marx’s assertion that “we may include among the instruments of la-
bour...all the objective conditions necessary for carrying on the labour process” (Marx 1990, 286).

We can, | believe, infer then that included in the instruments of labour are the raw materials and
objects of labour. We must also be careful about the conflation of the raw materials with the objects
of labour. While all raw materials are objects of labour, it cannot be said that all objects of labour
are raw materials. In Marx’s sense raw materials are only to be understood as raw materials if they
have already passed through the labour process (Marx 1990). We may say then that a plank of
wood is a raw material, while a tree standing in the forest is a natural resource. The difference be-
tween them is that the plank of wood has been worked on already by instruments of labour to turn it
into such a product. According to what I've said above, the instruments of labour can be under-
stood as the totality of the means of production. This is because for Marx any form, which provides
the objective conditions for carrying out labour, is an instrument of labour. Seeing as such that the
object of labour is needed for labour to take place, we can infer then that an object of labour is an
instrument of labour, which is worked on by other instruments of labour to produce a product for
consumption. We may perhaps say then that, the means of production are nothing more then the
instruments of labour. Considering that the productive forces are the unity between the labour pro-
cess and the means of production, it is the attribution of ‘work’ to the instruments of labour that
unifies them as productive forces.

2.1. Marx and the Means of Communication as a Means of Production

How does this pertain to our discussion that the means of communication are a means of pro-
duction? If we are to interpret the means of production as an instrument of labour which is a neces-
sary condition of the labour process, then we must provide evidence that the means of communica-
tion are an instrument of labour and that the means of communication as a means of production
provide a necessary condition for the labour process.

In Capital Vol 1, in the section entitled Machinery and Large Scale Production, Marx discusses
the relation of the means of production and the means of Communication. He writes briefly that “the
revolution in the modes of production of industry and agriculture made necessary a revolution in
the general conditions of the social processes of production”, these “social processes of produc-
tion” are what Marx calls the “means of communication” and the “means of transportation” (Marx
1990, 506). When Marx was writing, these forms of social processes of production could be seen
actualized in the telegraph and railroad systems. However, Marx does not often speak of the
“means of communication” apart from the times he speaks of the means of transportation. In fact it
is difficult, at least in the work of Capital, to evaluate any discernible differences between what
Marx calls the means of communication and the means of transportation. This is given strength by
comments that Marx makes in Vol. Il of Capital in asserting the non-commodificatory aspects of the
communication industry “for moving commodities and people and the transmission of mere infor-
mation” (Marx 1992 134). If we follow Marx, can we not then ascertain, from the Preface to The
Contribution of a Critique of Political Economy that the means of communication are a form of rela-
tions of production for Marx? By the relations of production we may understand the totality of the
social relationships that promote production and reproduction of the means of life. We see this in
the Preface where Marx writes that “in the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter
into definite relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production appropri-
ate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of production” (Marx 1994, 211).

In the sense that we attribute the means of communication as relations of production we refer to
the social relations of production, thus understood as the socio-economic relations that constitute
the social structure of society. What we see here is the necessary foundations between the materi-
al productive forces (instruments of labour + labour) and the social relations of production (the
means of communication and transportation). It is easy to recognize the means of communication
as relations of production in exactly the way Marx has set it out. What we see in Vol 2. of Capital is
another type of distancing, in which the communications industry is signalled out as an important
branch of industry, along with the transport industry, “in which the product of the production pro-
cess is not a new objective product” (Marx 1992 134). For Marx, both the transport industry and the
communications industry do not produce new products, but only “displace people and things” (Marx
1992 135). It is well documented in Capital, as shown above, that for Marx the means of communi-
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cation were closer in structure and process to the means of transportation then they were to the
means of production, and even developed in the same way when revolutionized (Marx 1990, 506).
What is remarkable and in need of further discussion is that in the revolution of the means of trans-
portation and the means of communication they become fetters upon the large-industry manufac-
turers (which we may understand as productive forces). According to Marx, at a stage in the devel-
opment of the material forces of production the social relations of production block (or fetter) any
further development. At this stage, social revolution takes place which revolutionizes the relations
of production allowing for further development of the productive forces. Of course if Marx argues
that the means of communication are a relation of production, then at some stage we must confront
a contradiction between what Marx says about the means of communication and what Raymond
Williams says. In the next sections | will look at Raymond Williams’ Cultural Materialism as a pro-
posal of society’s structure against Marx’s historical materialism and argue that it is the emphasis
on culture rather then the economic in Williams’ works that allows him to identify the means of
communication as a means of production.

But we must recognize a difference between the tangible nature of goods and the intangible na-
ture of “communication”. At one level, there exists a form of communication between the producers
and the suppliers; at another level between workers and managers. There is also a level of com-
munication that exists between the consumer and the producer. We must then recognize a distinc-
tion between mass communication and localized communication. The distinction between mass
and localized is never made in Marx’s work; the type of communication that is discussed in the
work of Marx is ultimately related to that of mass communication. This is communication that ap-
pears on a grand scale in the productive process. We can say that localized communication is a
sub-domain of mass communication. Without the effects of localized communication, or the man-
ager telling the workers what to do, then there would be no effective mass communication or the
dispersal of information from the workers as producers of a certain product, to various other groups
including suppliers and consumers.

3. Williams on Base and Superstructure

In the exposition of Williams’ discussion on the base and superstructure, we find the focus is on
specific keywords that formulate the discourse. We are confronted in Williams work with a detailed
discussion of production, determination, base and superstructure. It is Williams'’s position that the
base and superstructural construction of society originally formulated by Marx has been miscon-
strued by thinkers throughout the generations due in part to a misunderstanding of Marx’s use of
particular forms of language. It was an aspect of Williams’s method to study the language of indi-
vidual thinkers rather then the abstractions that they posed (Eldridge and Eldridge 1994). As he
writes in Marxism and Literature (1977): “In the transition of Marx to Marxism, and then in the de-
velopment of expository and didactic formulations, the words used in the original arguments were
projected...as if they were precise concepts, and...as if they were terms for observable ‘areas’ of
social life” (Williams 1977, 77). For Williams, the description that Marx posed of the base and su-
perstructure edifice is no more than an analogy (Williams 1993), a linguistic expression of the struc-
ture of society which does not adequately portray society, it merely provides a simplified variation
of what society is actually like. For Williams, the letter to J. Bloch written by Engels in 1890 pro-
vides grounds which lessen the usefulness of the formula of the base-superstructure that Marx
used (Williams, 1993). Of the formula provided by Marx, Williams turns to a passage in The Eight-
eenth Brumaire to show that Marx asserted rationalism to the superstructure which Williams’s
states increased the complexity of the formula. He writes of this that “recognition of complexity is
the first control in any valid attempt at a Marxist theory of culture. The second control...is an under-
standing of the formula of structure and superstructure” (Williams 1993). In the letter that Engels
writes to Bloch, Engels argues that any statement which reduces the social structure to the deter-
mined effect of the economic base has misconstrued what Marx and himself meant and that any
such reduction becomes “meaningless, abstract and absurd....” (Engels 1890). Engels writes fur-
ther that “the economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the superstructure....also
exercise their influence upon the course of the historical struggles and in many cases preponderate
in determining their form” (Engels 1890, 475). Building from this, Williams argues that Engels pro-
vides the complexity of the social structure, which is needed in the development of a Marxist theory
of culture and shows Marx’s formula to be just an analogy, in reality the structure is less absolute
and less clear. Williams does not fully follow Engels approach, chastising him for failing to escape
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the formulaic approach in terms of levels. Williams argues that Engels’ model falls into the same
problem as Marx’s. He writes that “Engels does not so much revise the enclosed categories....as
reiterate the categories and instance certain exceptions, indrectnesses, and irregularities which
obscure their otherwise regular relation” (Williams 1977, 80). We can argue from this point that
Williams is determined to move away from any Marxian theory of culture that privileges the eco-
nomic base over the superstructure. For Williams, “Marx...had correctly stressed the connection
between culture and the economy, but had badly mistaken the nature of that connection. Culture
and communication were to be understood as primary and not secondary components of the social
totality, constitutive and not reflective in the maintenance and development of the social order”
(Higgins 1994, 110)

Williams’ objection to the base and superstructure analogy of Marxian theory is summed up in
this passage which appeared in Marxism and Literature. He writes: “The social and political order
which maintains a capitalist market, like the social struggles which created it, is necessarily a mate-
rial production. From castles and palaces and churches to prisons and workhouses and schools;
from weapons of war to a controlled press: any ruling class, in variable ways though always mate-
rially, produces a social and political order. These are never superstructural activities. They are
necessary material production within an apparently self-subsistent mode of production can alone
be carried on” (Williams 1977, 93). Of course, it is only logical to conceive of castles, palaces,
churches and prisons as material production, despite their “superstructural activities”, but we can
immediately perceive a deficiency in Williams’ argument. While it may be true that the “superstruc-
ture” has in the past been seen to be nothing more then a immaterial form of consciousness. This
is a rejected claim in contemporary Marxian theory. As Terry Eagleton has pointed out: “there is a
strong implication through...Williams’ work that to label a phenomenon ‘superstructural’ is some-
how to assign it a lesser degree of effective reality than an element of material production” (Eagle-
ton 1989, 168). It may be perhaps that Williams, like Althusser, had in mind a Hegelian form of
causality which expressed the idea that all phenomena of the social totality may be reduced to a
particular form of essence. But unlike Althusser, who showed that Marx had moved past the Hege-
lian influence of his past, Williams’ contends that the base-superstructure of the late Marx was still
heavily invested in this form of effective causality. In Eagleton’s mind all Williams’ has done thus far
is to re-invent the wheel. His criticism of an outdated model of the base and superstructure is more
ritualistic then useful in any theoretical sense (Eagleton 1989). Williams’ Marxism and Literature,
like Althusser’'s For Marx and Reading Capital can be seen as “a return to the complex unity of
Marx’s original insight into the ‘indissoluble unity’ of the ‘whole social process™ (Higgins 1994, 114)
It is “the overcoming of the dichotomy between ‘society’ and ‘nature” (Williams 1977, 19) For Wil-
liams instead of the economy as the central concept of society, he has argued that it is culture at
the centre “of modern thought and practice” (Williams 1977, 11). The term culture thus become a
central concern of Williams, evidenced by his attempt to formulate a Cultural Materialism (See Wil-
liams 1977, 1993) and a Sociology of Culture (See Williams 1981). For Williams, “Marx...had cor-
rectly stressed the connection between culture and the economy, but had badly mistaken the na-
ture of that connection” (Higgins 1994, 110). It was not that culture was a secondary attribute
aligned with the superstructural elements such as the politico-legal, as some Orthodox Marxists
were fond of saying, but that “culture and communication were to be understood as prima-
ry...components of the social totality” (Higgins 1994, 110). Cultural Materialism is the position that
Culture should be recognized as both a social and material productive process and practice which
identifies “the arts” as social uses of material means of production (Williams 1980). Following on
from the German Romanticism of Herder and Coleridge, Williams sort to establish culture “as sepa-
rate from and yet superior to both economics and politics” (Milner 1994, 45). Is this culturalism,
however, not just simply a form of determinism, which privileges culture over economy? A reverse
of the formulation of the Orthodox Marxists that Williams criticizes? Not necessarily. Though it ap-
pears as such, determinism in Williams is a quite specific meaning different from that which he
seeks to criticize. The notion of determination plays a large role in Williams’ work: “no problem in
Marxist cultural theory is more difficult than that of ‘determination’, he writes in a section of Marx-
ism and Literature entirely dedicated to this keyword. He seeks to define determination, not as a
“predicted, prefigured, controlled content”, but moreso as content which sets the limits and exerts
pressure (Williams 2005, 34). This is in keeping with his dislike of the technological determinism
that he feels is present in the orthodox Marxist presentation. Once again we must point out a simi-
larity that Williams shares with Louis Althusser. Both thinkers, rather than see determination as a
process of control, saw it as a setting of limits. Both to some extent follow the Engelsian description
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of determination laid out in the letter to Bloch which we discussed above. Williams criticizes what
he calls abstract objectivity in which the determining process is independent of men’s will in the
absolute sense that they cannot control it. This is the basis for the position of economism that was
widespread in the 2 International, furthermore Williams thinks this position as a philosophical and
political doctrine is worthless (Williams 1977). Economism is rejected by Williams, but despite his
words to the contrary, determinism still plays a role in his work. Williams asserts the primacy of
culture within the societal structure, culture is no longer superstructural but becomes a basic pro-
cess along with other determining elements such as the economy and politics. In order to escape
from the cultural determinism that may be levelled at such a position as Williams, he connects his
work with that of Antonio Gramsci, specifically the concept of hegemony. Hegemony in this sense
refers to notions of dominance and subordination. This is to say that the dominant element of the
societal structure does not “rule” over the other elements, as one might be persuaded to say in the
sense of Orthodox Marxism, but that the dominant element necessitates the needs and wants of
other elements of society and in those other elements recognizes its own needs and wants. In this
sense, for Williams, the cultural, political and economic elements of the societal structure work co-
operatively in the construction of society.

Under Williams model, due to his own neglected way “material” is used in describing the “base”
and “superstructure”, the means of communication cannot properly be identified as a means of
production. If we were to accept Williams model, then the use of production would be broadly de-
fined to such an extent that the Marxian notion of production in general would become colloquially
used to be defined as any type of production. Without a determining base, even one that “in the last
instance” is never actually realized. Society becomes an open category, always being redefined.
Instead in the following section, | will argue that the means of communication can be adequately
identified as a means of production by applying the structural-Marxist formulation of society that
was devised by Louis Althusser.

4. Althusser and the Means of Communication as a Means of Production

Unlike Williams, Althusser strongly recommends the model first proposed by Marx in the 1859
Preface. However, Althusser also takes into account the reaction by Engels, formulated in a letter
to Bloch, to the point that the economy is the primary determinant of the social structure. Louis
Althusser’s reading of Marx overcomes the determination and economism that Williams also tried
to overcome, but the benefit of Althusser’s reading is that he does not fall into a deterministic mode
of relying on culture as Williams did. Like Williams, Althusser’s starting point is the importance of
complexity in the Marxian social structure and Engels’ letter to Bloch. For Althusser there is still the
importance of the base-superstructure edifice, but in following Engels, Althusser argues fro the
relative autonomy of the superstructural elements, of which the economy only determines in the
last instance. Now at a glance this determination in the last instance seems to present an extrapo-
lated version of Marx’s determinism. However for Althusser, the type of determinism involved is
one of setting limits. This is to say that the economy, in the last instance, determines the elements
of the social whole that dominates in the social formation. This is not a fixed absolute, as Williams
may contend, the dominant element “varies according to the overdetermination of the contradic-
tions and their unseen development” (Althusser and Balibar 2009, 357). We are interested in two
points that arise from this firstly, the differences between determination in the last instance and
structures in dominance and secondly, the role of overdetermination. Williams’ criticized the notion
of overdetermination as being a “repetition of the basic error of ‘economism’ which is that it still
relies on the economy as a primary determinant within the social structure (Williams 1977). How-
ever before we get to deep into a discussion about overdetermination, we must discuss the differ-
ence between “determination in the last instance” and domination. The category of determination in
the last instance first becomes known in the letter between Engels and Bloch that we have referred
to throughout this paper. Engels writes that “there is an interaction of all...elements in which, amid
all the endless host of accidents (hat is, of things and events whose inner interconnection is so
remote or so impossible of proof that we can regard it as non-existent, as negligible), the economic
movement finally asserts itself as necessary” (Engels 1890). This is to say that where a causal
connection cannot be found in regards to the elements of the social structure, it is the economic
base, which asserts itself as the determining force. Althusser takes up Engels notion and expands
it in regards to the structural reading of Marx’s social structure. One of the expansions that Al-
thusser added to this form of determination is that the /ast instance is never actually realized (Al-
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thusser 2005). What Althusser is trying to do is apply an applicable form of causal relation instead
of the two past forms of causal relation (i.e. mechanical and effective) which he sees as containing
flaws. For Althusser, structural forces are at work within social formations. Contained within these
social formations are elements of the social structure which interrelate with one another to deter-
mine the effect that the social formation has. This is understood in that the effects of the social
structure are determined not by something that lies outside the social structure but by the elements
of the social structure itself (Althusser 2009). What Williams and the Orthodox Marxists had in
common was that they conceived of the base structure (whatever it may contain) as a separate
entity from the superstructure. Althusser remedied this by arguing that the base and superstructure
were elements of the same structure and that it was the interrelationship between these elements
that explained the social structure.

How does Althusser’s structural theory succeed in identifying the means of communication as a
means of production, where Williams’s theory failed? In Williams’ theory, as we have shown al-
ready, his problem was that he had presupposed that the superstructural was combined of immate-
rial content that as such, in arguing for the materiality of the superstructure, attempted to show that
the elements of the superstructure were just as much an aspect of material production as was eco-
nomic production. However, no one would disagree that the elements of the superstructure are
material and that they themselves produce things. In Althusser’'s famous essay /deology and the
Ideological State Apparatus (1990), he argues for the materiality of ideology, which makes up the
elements of the superstructure. For Althusser, “an ideology always exists in an apparatus” (Al-
thusser 1990, 112) and he claims that ideology has a material existence. For Althusser, the notion
of material exists in different modalities, which are all rooted in physical existence. So while ideolo-
gy may not be “material” in the sense that Williams’ palaces are material, they still nonetheless
exist in a specific material modality. So while we may maintain that ideology as an imaginary rela-
tion to reality doesn’t have material existence, Althusser wants to argue that the realization of these
beliefs in action and practices confirm their materiality. We have certain relations to the real that
require us to partake in certain practices within the material ideological apparatus. These practices
can then be confirmed as the material existence of our ideological beliefs. In this sense the super-
structure pertains to be a material structure. The practices of the social, legal and political ideolo-
gies are to be seen as the material existence of these ideologies. In Williams’ case he argues that
the means of communication can be understood as a means of production because of the sense in
which “material” is used. But as | have just shown, there is no need to change the keyword of “ma-
terial” if we just apply a structuralist thinking to the problem.

5. E.P. Thompson’s Critique of Althusserian Marxism

Having given an overview of Althusser’s position, I'll now attend to a critique of Althusser’s Marxism
by E.P Thompson (1978). Thompson'’s critique, as polemical as it was “moving from irony to carica-
ture....to mere abuse” (Thompson 1978, 130) attributing Althusser’s Marxism to a neo-Stalinism
does provide good insights and has provided influential. Although Gregory Elliot has stated that
Thompson’s critique has less to do with Althusser and more to do with Barry Hindess and Paul
Hirst (Elliot, 2009). Nevertheless we shall outline one particular criticism provided by Thompson in
an attempt to over come it. For E.P. Thompson, Althusser and his Marxian methodology are unable
to provide answers to questions about Culture (Communications) because the structuralism that
Althusser endorses departs from Marx’s historical method he writes that “Althusser (and his proge-
ny) find themselves unable to handle, except in the most abstract and theoretic way, questions of
value, culture — and political theory” due to in part the “structuralism of stasis” that departs from
Marx’s own historical method (Thompson 1978, 197). He further argues that Althusser’s conceptual
universe does not provide the adequate tools for the explanation of change. According to Thomp-
son, Althusser’ structuralism does not allow for transformations; historically or socially. “Structure,
like a whale, opens up its jaws and swallows process up...process survives unhappily in the struc-
ture’s stomach” (Thompson 1978, 283). This is to say that while processes may take place within
the structure of society as elaborated by Althusser, they don’t actually change the structure itself
which remains a constant. However Althusser’'s structuralism is far from a static monolith as
Thompson would like to suggest. The explanation of the structure, in Althusser’s structural causali-
ty does not exist in a form of static. The relationship between the irreducibility of the base and the
superstructure does not allow for the stasis that Thompson sees, it is the overdetermination of pro-
cesses within the structure which Althusser saw, and by introducing concepts such as ‘determina-
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tion in the last instance and structures in dominance, he avoided the structures collapse into relativ-
ism. Anderson (1980) shows that Thompson’s reading of Althusser does not show that Althusser
put forward a definition of “the object of history” which unveils a dynamic structure: “For Althusser
does attempt a more substantive definition of the object of history: a historical fact is one ‘which
causes a mutation in the existing structural relations’....Thompson has overlooked what is the
hinge of the definition he is attacking, the term ‘mutation’. Althusser’s formula puts an impeccable
emphasis on change, rather than on stability as Thompson imagines it to do” (Anderson 1980, 14).

Althusser’s structuralism is based upon the notions of Overdetermination, determination in the
last instance and Structures in dominance. It is these notions which provide the dynamism within
Althusser’s system which is at odds with Thompson’s allegations. For Althusser, as we showed
above, the determination he speaks of one which exerts pressure on the particular elements, set-
ting the limits by which the ‘structure in dominance’ is able to function. this Thompson misreads in
Althusser and would very much agree with him, as he himself states that ‘Williams and | have been
insisting for years of defining “determine” in its senses of “setting limits” and “exerting pressures”
(Thompson 1978, 351). Structures in Dominance are not permanently fixed but vary according to
the overdetermined contradiction (Althusser 2009). If it is true, as we believe it is, that Althusser’s
structuralism is one of dynamism and not one of stasis as Thompson believes, then we may also
argue that Althusser’s conceptual universe does provide us with the conceptual tools to judge and
analyse change and further more allow us to grasp questions related to culture.

The contestation between Althusser and Thompson lies in the heated debate between that of
structure and human agency. The debate is that of the primacy of structure or agency in the devel-
opment of human behaviour. We know from Marx that “it is not the consciousness of men that de-
termines their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness” (Simon
1994, 211). For Marx it is the structure of the superstructure (ideology) that determines the con-
sciousness of human behaviour. Althusser follows this presenting humanism as an ideology which
manifests itself in the interpellation of the individual as a subject by the ideological state apparatus
(Althusser, 1990). In contrast to this Thompson argues that while social structure may have an
effect on human behaviour, its effect is weak “for any living generation, in any ‘now’, the way in
which they ‘handle’ experience defies prediction and escapes from any narrow definition of deter-
mination” (Thompson 1978, 363).

The debate between structure and agency is far too large to cover adequately in this paper. But
let us try and think what we have already said back to the main argument of the piece. The internet,
it cannot be denied, as proved to be a major cultural change in Western society. As such, human
behaviour has itself changed in order to cope with such change. One is now always connected to
the internet; the checking of emails is a daily (or even twice daily) occurrence. Contra Thompson,
Structures of society do determine our behaviour, but | agree with Thompson to the extent that | do
not think Structure is the only determinate of human behaviour. Given Althusser’s structural causal-
ity as a dynamic structure, | do not think that it is claimable that structure determines every aspect
of human behaviour. In many respects the debate between structure and agency is also a debate
of nature or nurture.

6. The Internet as a Means of Communication and a Means of Production

The technological advancement of media and communications has been astounding since the pub-
lication of Raymond Williams’ paper. In this last section, | want to argue that the means of commu-
nication that we have available to us via the Internet, such as Facebook and Google, are in fact a
type of means of production, though not in the way that Williams would probably suggest. In Marx,
the means of production are the unity between the tools of production and the materials of produc-
tion. The tools of production are, or can be defined as things, which an agent will use on the mate-
rials of production in order to formulate a specific item of interest. In an economic situation, this
item of interest, known as a commodity, would then be sold in the marketplace for a value. Howev-
er, the type of process we have described does not only take place within an economic framework.
Let us take as an example: the production of this paper you are now reading. The author is provid-
ed with two things: 1. The tools of production, by which we mean, in this case, conceptual tools
such as Marx’s theory of capital and Althusser’s structural Marxism, the PC used to write the paper
on, the books poured through in order to understand the fundamental components of each thinkers
arguments and so on and so forth. 2. The materials of production, or the work of Raymond Wil-
liams. The author then uses his material and conceptual tools to develop the material of production
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into a product, or the paper that now sits before you. Essentially, the author is not driven primarily
by the capitalist commodity production, which Raymond Williams argued dominates society, of
course we may argue that a reason to be published is in order to secure a position at an academic
institution, but this is only a subset of reasons which play into the whole publishing culture of aca-
demia. This type of production is not only limited to the production of knowledge, which happens in
academia, and the production of commodities that happens in the economy, but can also be ap-
plied to the idea of the means of communication that we have available to us via the Internet. Let
me give an example of how the types of means of communication described above act as a means
of production. In the use of Facebook, the user will gain access to this Internet forum by use of a
computer, mobile phone or any sort of electronic device, which has access to the Internet. We have
thus identified two forms of tools of production: 1) An electronic device linked to the Internet and 2)
The Internet itself. Our task now is to identify the materials used in production. In this case the ma-
terials provided to be used by the tools of production are the voluntarily submitted information.
Whether it is everything about you, including your hobbies, your likes and dislikes etc, or just a
simply name and email address, what you provide Facebook with is raw materials, which are then
used to produce a finished product, i.e. your Internet profile. | must admit that the use of the term
“production” is broad in this sense, but | do not think that this denigrates that such Internet forums
as “Facebook” can be identified as a means of production.

The internet as a means of communication is also a fast growing means of production. Following
Alvin Toffler (1980) and Christian Fuchs (2012), | want to use the notion of a prosumer in the de-
velopment of this idea. Prosumer, as the name suggests is a neologism of “producer” and “con-
sumer”. The Internet as a means of communication and a means of production has seen the
growth of the prosumers. Fuchs (2012) has argued that while users of the Internet have seen to the
growth of the commodity market of the internet based on their user activity, they have also recog-
nized as content producers that “there is user-generated content, the users engage in permanent
creative activity, communication, community building and content production” (Fuchs 2012, 43). As
a means of production, the Internet, or in particular, web-based companies such as Google, Face-
book and Youtube are able to take the raw material of information that is provided to them by the
user and use that information to create new products, whether that be new online games designed
to have the user invest time and money or simply a new addition to their integral system which gets
such companies more users. We have briefly confronted the question of the Internet both as a
means of communication and as a means of production, but can the Internet be a means of com-
munication as a means of production.

We can also distinguish between the social means of production and the economic means of
production. As Jacob Torfing has written: “Mass media are...engaged in the production of the fabric
of everyday life as they organize our leisure time, shape our social behaviour and provide the ma-
terial out of which our very identities are constructed in terms of class, race, nationality, sexuality
and distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Torfing 1999, 210). In terms of social “means of produc-
tion”, sites like Facebook and the search engine Google are said by Eli Pariser to have formulated
algorithms so that what you view on your specific page is informed by your interests and has even
gone so far as to suggest that ideological viewpoints dissimilar to your own are filtered from your
immediate view, what he called “filter-bubbles” (Pariser 2011). | call this a social “means of produc-
tion” because the product generated by this algorithm working on your personal information gener-
ates an identify of yourself viewed by the world. In the same way we can understand the means of
communication as an economic means of production, in which your personal information is used by
advertisers of certain products to appeal to you. One needs simply to look at the front-page of their
Facebook profile to be bombarded with advertisements that “you may like” according to Facebook.
Fuchs (2012) has discussed this in relation to the advertising cookie DoubleClick. Purchased by
Google in 2007, DoubleClick “collects and networks data about usage behaviour on various web-
sites and sells this data” (Fuchs 2012, 46). This information allows companies to then target you
with personalized advertising messages.

7. Smythe: Blindspots, Audience Commodity and the Means of Production

The role of advertising, both in the economic and cultural milieu of the capitalist mode of production
was heavily analysed by Dallas Smythe. Smythe (1977) argued that when it came to mass media
and communications, an inability to present “the economic and political significance of mass com-
munication systems” presented a blindspot in “Marxist theory in the European and Atlantic basin



212 William Henning James Hebblewhite

cultures” (Smythe 1977, 1). As we mentioned above Google employs tactics of data mining in order
to target the consumer of Google’s product with advertisements that are produced in line with the
consumer’s interests. For Smythe, such advertisements are an aspect of the economic function of
capital (Smythe 1977, 1981) In answering the question of what the form of the commodity of mass-
produced, advertiser-supported communications are (Smythe 1977) the audience. According to
Smythe, the advertisements that appear on television, Radio and (in our case) the internet are
bought from the communicative industry in an attempt to build particular audiences of their specific
product. Traditionally it was thought that advertisers bought space from the communications indus-
try in order to advertise their products. It was understood that space was the commodity. (Meehan
1993) However if the commodity of advertisers and communications was space then space would
be equal value no matter where the advertisers placed their advertisement. However this is not the
case. The value of certain spaces of advertisement (i.e. Billboards, Television ads, Radio ads, In-
ternet ads) is higher according to the space in which the advertisement occupies. In terms of the
internet, A website with a high-traffic yield is capable of charging more for advertising then a web-
site with a low-traffic yield. This presents us with the fact that while space is an aspect of the com-
modity that advertisers purchase, it is not the whole aspect. Smythe argues that what the advertiser
is purchasing is the “services of the audiences with predictable specifications who will pay attention
in predictable numbers and at particular times” (Smythe 1977, 4). This can be seen in respect to
television and internet advertisement. For example, if | am watching a particular television show,
advertisers who product may correspond to that particular show will press for that advertising
space (i.e. A Cartoon show usually have advertisements about the toys of characters presented in
the show). For Smythe, the audience becomes the commodity in the communicative industry as it
is bought and produced, and sold, in various ways.

How can we understand this further in terms of the means of communication as a means of pro-
duction? | showed in the previous section that the internet has seen the growth of the productive
consumer; this is to say that while we as users of the internet consume its products, we also have
the ability to generate products for the internet. An obvious case in this is the ability to join and
create your own Facebook page. Why is this product? In creating your own Facebook page, re-
gardless of what it is about, you use the means of production (i.e. information, computers, internet
access) to produce something that others will use. It is these types of pages which generate much
interest in Facebook and contributes much to its survival as one the largest social networking site.
In introducing the work of Dallas Smythe, we also introduce a new level to the means of communi-
cation as a means of production. In this sense we can see the means of communication (Televi-
sion, Radio, Internet etc) as producing audiences through advertising. We may then seek to under-
stand the means of communication as a means of production at the structural level, in which the
level, which has been elaborated by Smythe, helps inform, the level of prosumers.

8. Conclusion

The Internet challenges the conception of industrial production that Marxist theory has been most
comfortable with. It may be suggest that in our time, Marx’s conception of the productive forces and
relations of production may be better used to understand the productive processes of television,
telecommunications and newspapers. But the Internet is not only a combination of these three pro-
cesses, but expands upon them in new directions in terms of cognition, communication, co-
operation, production, circulation, distribution, consumption. As a “virtual world”, its capacity to par-
ticipate with a materialist theory of production is still in need of much discussion and theorizing. The
introduction of concepts such as prosumers may only account for a tiny amount of the projects that
need to be actualized in relation to a Marxian theory of the Internet. Perhaps in a similar vein to
prosumers, a concept of promunication (productive communication) needs to be thought out.

The way forward in developing a theory in which one can properly address the issues raised by
the communicative array of the internet is by submitting it towards a structural Marxist interpretation
of society. While the economy is an element which is involved in the development of the internet,
not only as a productive force but also as a politico-legal and cultural element, it is far from being a
determining factor. | have discussed above the difference between determination in the last in-
stance, an instance that never comes, and domination. This is the type of relation which occurs
daily, hourly, minutely on the Internet. In respect to Williams, we may say that the dominating force
of the Internet is culture. The vast majority of interactions between people are social interactions;
whether they are via an online game, a dating website, or just friends communication for free using
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various types of freeware and software. But this is not to say that culture is a determining element
of the internet. In the tradition of the structural Marxists, the Internet is overdetermined, but each
interaction that takes place on the Internet is dominated by a different element, whether that be
political, legal, economic or cultural. This cannot however be the final word on the subject, nor will
it. What | have tried to provide in the paper above is a foundation for further development of the
idea that the Internet as a means of communication can be identified as means of production.
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Before considering the circulation of capital and its logic of acceleration, we begin by considering
an emerging area of digital media that will set the tone for a broader theoretical discussion: mobile
payment technologies. Near field communication (NFC) is a set of technical specifications for short-
distance transmission of data, similar to tap-fo-pay features of some credit and debit cards. NFC
allows for the secure transmission of personal data, with limited read-write abilities integrated into
an NFC chipset and software. This technology builds on existing contactless standards with the
goal of creating global interoperability across systems and devices; it “enables devices to share
information at a distance of less than 4 centimeters with a maximum communication speed of
424kbps.”’ According to the NFC Forum (www.nfc-forum.org), a lobbying and standardization

group:

Near Field Communication is based on inductive-coupling, where loosely coupled inductive
circuits share power and data over a distance of a few centimeters. NFC devices share the
basic technology with proximity (13.56MHz) RFID tags and contactless smartcards, but have
a number of key new features....An NFC-enabled device can operate in reader/writer and
peer-to-peer mode, and may operate in card emulation mode. An NFC tag is typically a
passive device (for example, integrated in a smart poster) that stores data that can be read
by an NFC-enabled device.

' “Users can share business cards, make transactions, access information from smart posters or provide credentials for
access controlystems” (http://www.nfcforum.org/aboutnfc/nfc_and_contactless/). “Structurally, NFC Forum specifications are
based on existing and recognized standards like ISO/IEC 18092 and ISO/IEC 14443-2,3,4, as well as JIS X6319-4"
(http://www.nfc-forum.org/aboutnfc/interop/).
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Figure 1: Schema of NFC modalities (www.nfc-forum.org, 2012)

Although NFC based-technologies have a range of uses—including healthcare, transportation,
and general information collection and exchange—commercial attention has been increasingly
fixated on creating mobile payment systems that would effectively eliminate the need for debit or
credit cards, indeed, any kind of personal identification.”

NFC is a standard now supported by major corporations across the mobile ecosystem: from
software developers (Google, Microsoft), to handset designers (Samsung, Research In Motion),
semiconductors (Qualcomm, Broadcom, and NXP), to credit card companies (Visa and Master-
card). For example, the 1SIS® payment network, which is now rolling out in the United States, has
specifically brought together major telecommunications companies (Verizon, AT&T, and T-Mobile)
and credit card companies (Visa, Mastercard, and American Express) around the NFC standard.
Perhaps what is most notable for media researchers is the broad convergence between telecom-
munications and finance institutions and infrastructures.* That very convergence is evidenced by
Canada’s Rogers Communications’ recent application to become a bank and creditor.’

NFC not only demonstrates a new political economic configuration for media and finance indus-
tries, but at a more micro level, NFC points to two of the most defining characteristics of contempo-
rary digital media: personalization and ubiquitous connectivity. These qualities are not simply au-
tonomous expressions of technological change, but as we will argue, they reflect a teleology of
digital media itself—one largely shaped by the barriers existing in capital’s sphere of circulation.
Indeed, we hope to situate these new phenomena within Marx’s theorization of circulation, but also
suggest new theoretical modes of analysis that expose new tensions and prospective contradic-
tions.

% There have been a number of alternative mobile payment systems proposed, reflecting a diversity of interests; for ex-
ample, PayPal’s cloud-based approach to mobile payment is seen as a potential competitor of NFC (Barr 2012). Startup
company Square has also offered a mobile payment service using a card reading adaptor that plugs into a mobile device
(https://squareup.com/). Hedging its bets, Visa has invested heavily in Square (Barth, 2011). Joining the mobile payment
race, Apple is using its mobile iTunes app to allow Apple iPhone users to charge purchases of items in-store to their ac-
count using a special Apple store app (Boland, 2011). Apple is also actively developing a portfolio of mobile payment pa-
tents (Tode, 2012). However, what distinguishes NFC is the broad support it has from major corporations across the mobile
industry.

® http://www.paywithisis.com/

* More recently, pressure from credit card and banking companies on retailers to upgrade pay terminals to accept
“smart cards” may result in the added inclusion of NFC compatibility. “Merchants are facing heavy pressure to upgrade their
payment terminals to accept smart cards. Over the last several months, Visa, Discover and MasterCard have said that
merchants that cannot accept these cards will be liable for any losses owing to fraud... While updating the terminals for
smart cards, VeriFone also plans to upgrade for smartphone wallets, providing the capability for near-field communication,
the technology used by the Google and Isis wallets, the two biggest smartphone wallet projects” (Brustein, 2012b). This
pressure may help NFC reach a critical mass for widespread adoption of mobile payment by consumers and retailers.

® “The [Rogers] bank would likely primarily deal in credit and mobile payment services, as opposed to bricks and mortar
bank branches that take traditional savings and loan accounts” (Evans 2011).
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We argue that NFC is just one small example of a more general evolution of digital media in line
with capital’s logic of acceleration. It is precisely this logic we will address by examining and situat-
ing the place of communication media within the overall circuit of capital. We therefore want to re-
frame the analysis of media from the perspective of capital; that is, we want to take capital as the
subject and purpose of communication, a subject whose communicative activity is shaped by the
circulation process. Media enable capital to move as an iterative process and is therefore the key
component for capital’s circulation; and it is media, we argue, that are the means by which capital
communicates itself to itself in and through society.

This paper argues that questions of circulation are central to the study of contemporary and fu-
ture media under capitalism; that is, of the critical analysis of capitalist media specifically. Moreo-
ver, it argues that such questions—questions that evidence strong parallels with those of media
theorists and historians largely outside of the Marxist tradition—have been central to Marx’s analy-
sis of the reproduction of capital vis-a-vis the realization of value and the reduction of circulation
time. Marx’s concepts of the circuit and circulation of capital implies a theory of communication.
Thus the purpose of our paper is to outline the logistical mechanisms that underlie a Marxist theory
of media and communication that foregrounds the role new media play in reducing circulation time.

Few authors have approached media from the perspective of the circuit or the circulation of cap-
ital, though there are notable exceptions (Garnham 1990; Martin 1991; Fuchs 2009). Nicholas
Garnham calls for an approach to Marxist theories of communication that eschews the vertical
base-superstructure approach for one that treats capitalism as a horizontal “process which is con-
tinuous, circular and through time” (Garnham 1990, 45). According to Garnham, the circulation of
capital—in essence classical Marxist value theory—is the “crucial starting point for any political
economy of mass communication” because it refocuses analyses of communication on capital’s
physical, spatial and temporal moments of its self-realization (Garnham 1990, 45). He suggests
that a comprehensive analysis of most media phenomena can be gained from a focus on the circu-
lation of capital (Garnham 1990, 45-53). Although Garnham made his suggestion decades ago,
Marxist media studies is dominated by production-centric or base-superstructure analyses. Chris-
tian Fuchs (2009) is one of the few exceptions. He argues that for a “systematic location of the
media in capitalism, one can take as a starting point the Marxian circuit of commodity metamor-
phosis and the accumulation of capital as it is described in Vol. 2 of Capital’ (Fuchs 2009, 377).
The benefit of using the circuit of capital is that Fuchs is able to treat capitalism as a system of
production, circulation and consumption of both commodities and ideologies.

We argue that the necessity of theorizing communication from a circuit and circulation-centric
point of view stems from the emergence of a number of new technological phenomena that intensi-
fy, but sometimes undermine, the capitalist logic of acceleration. Two contemporary examples will
help illustrate this necessity. On the one hand, the convergence of telecommunications and finance
industries in the form of mobile payment systems and technologies like NFC allude to a broader
conceptualization of communication media as a moment in which both circulation and exchange
are re-commodified and sold to consumers. Mobile payment systems allow a logistical efficiency
(through personalization) in both the communication of marketing messages and in the realization
of value, fused together in one ubiquitously connected technology. On the other hand, the growth
of digital piracy suggests the disintegration of the commodity form as the circulation of capital ap-
proaches the speed of light (or twinkling of an eye)—a phenomena that will reach new levels of
intensification with the deployment of more bandwidth, and consumer adoption of 3D printers (Kjo-
sen 2010).

How can we understand the development of these often contradictory or self-defeating techno-
logical systems using Marxist political economy? For the purposes of understanding the implemen-
tation of such technologies that are ostensibly employed to accelerate the circulation of capital—or
put differently, to reduce circulation time—we need to pay attention to Capital Volume 2, and key
sections in the Grundrisse.® It is here that we find clues to capital’s logic of acceleration underlying
the communication of value through the circuit(s) of capital and the evolution and rollout of contem-
porary and future digital media. Our goal is to situate the ongoing evolution of contemporary media
within an existing logic identified by Marx in Capital Volume 2 and Grundrisse. We add to Marx’s
analysis a focus on the formal and material qualities of specifically digital media. To do this we
employ theorists in the media theory tradition (Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, Friedrich Kittler,
and others). In so doing we ground the logic of acceleration within the materiality of contemporary
digital media, and in so doing uncover prospectively new tensions and contradictions.” The new-

® See Marx 1973, 401-423, 516-549, 618-690, 717-735.
" It is beyond the scope of this paper to consider resistance and class struggle in relation to circulation. Revealing how
capital can be short circuited, however, is the ultimate goal of our exploration of the increasing importance of circulation.
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ness of our contemporary moment lies in the maturation (in complexity, sophistication, profitability)
of digital media and the development and convergence of the telecommunications and media in-
dustries. Out of this convergence, the digital form allows the moment of exchange to become ubig-
uitous and immediate. Indeed our opening example of NFC encapsulates this phenomenon.

Digital media not only offer an acceleration of circulation in time and space, but through person-
alization, provide new vectors for capital; finding the shortest route between the point of production
and exchange, and producer and consumer. Thus in addition to its acceleration, circulation be-
comes diagrammatic through personalization (Elmer 2004, 41—48).8 The telos of acceleration, how-
ever, is the suspension of circulation and with it (re)production based on capital. What we identify
as new is how the logic of acceleration is being taken to its logical end in the conditions of ubiquity
and immediacy engendered through digital media. In our analysis of communication media, capital
is posited as an anti-human subject9 engaged in an ever-intensifying iterative process—a process
in which value is communicated as self-augmenting difference, as “value in motion.”

1. The Circuit of Capital

Garnham (1990) and Fuchs (2009) argue that media and communication should be systemati-
cally located to the circuit of capital. We take their argument one step further and argue that what
capital communicates is value, that the circuit of capital (M — C...P...C’ — M) can be understood as
a schematic for this communication of value and that consequently the circulation of capital can be
understood as a theory of communication.'

The circulation of capital incorporates the circulation of commodities on the market (C-M-C) as a
moment of its own process. It is important to bear in mind, however, that the circulation of commod-
ities is wider than an individual circuit of capital; C-M-C can also refer to general circulation, in
which all individual circuits of capital interact. “The circulation of capital... contains a relation to
general circulation, of which its own circulation forms a moment, while the latter likewise appears
as posited by capital” (1973, 619-620). The sphere of circulation refers to more than simply market
exchange. Nicholas Garnham argues that within the sphere of circulation “we need to look at what

Research (for example, Bonachich and Wilson 2008, 239-243) suggests that labour has been generally weakened by the
recent logistics revolution. However, the streamlining and rationalization of the supply chain has given workers that are
strategically positioned in the distribution network more potential class or bargaining power (Silver 2003, 100-103;
Bonachich and Wilson 2008:244-249). Similarly, unionized and non-unionized workers in the telecommunications industry
have repeatedly demonstrated that capital’s circulatory infrastructure can become a site for class struggle (see Mosco and
McKercher 2008).

® D. N. Rodowick describes diagrammatics as “the cartography of strategies of power,” and thus the figure of the dia-
gram helps depict “a historical image of how strategies of power attempt to replicate themselves in forms of surveillances,
documentation, and expression on the one hand, and in the spacial organization of collective life on the other” (quoted in
Elmer 2004, 41-42). Elmer writes, “In the realm of contemporary infomatics, the diagram therefore allows us to trace the
everyday data economy in which habits, routines, rhythms, and flows are digitized, coded, and diagnosed for the purposes
of control” (Elmer 2004, 47).

® Here we take capital to be both a structure and a subject in the process of its self-communication (and therefore, re-
production) through time. This rhetorical strategy is frequently employed by Marx throughout the volumes of Capital wherein
capital acts as subject, or agent, for which the capitalist is simply a personification of capital's own agency. For example,
Marx writes “...in the circulation M-C-M both the money and the commodity function only as different modes of existence of
value itself, the money as its general mode of existence, the commodity as its particular or, so to speak disguised mode. It is
constantly changing from one form into the other, without becoming lost in this movement; it thus becomes transformed into
an automatic subject. If we pin down the specific forms of appearance assumed in turn by self-valorizing value in the course
of its life, we reach the following elucidation: capital is money, capital is commodities. In truth, however, value is here the
subject of a process in which, while constantly assuming the form in turn of money and commodities, it changes its own
magnitude, throws off surplus-value from itself considered as original value, and thus valorizes itself independently. For the
movement in the course of which it adds surplus-value is its own movement, its valorization is therefore self-valorization. By
virtue of being value, it has acquired the occult ability to add value to itself. It brings forth living offspring or at least lays
golden eggs. As the dominant subject of this process, in which it alternately assumes and loses the form of money and the
form of commodities, but preserves and expands itself through all these changes, value requires above all an independent
form by means of which its identity with itself may be asserted” (italics added, Marx 1976, 255). Later in the chapter on “The
Working Day,” Marx writes, “As a capitalist, he is only capital personified. His soul is the soul of capital. But capital has one
sole driving force, the drive to valorize itself...” (Marx 1976, 342).

"% Importantly, because capital is a circuit or a closed feedback loop, capital can be understood as both the subject and
purpose of the communication of value. In Grundrisse, Marx argues that when the circulation of commodities is incorporated
into the life process of capital, it gives the process the content of value (1973, 626). Marx writes that capital “exists as the
subject of circulation” and that it is the “predominant” subject of the metamorphoses of value (1973, 620; see also 1976,
255). We argue that capital is an anti-human subject that seeks to transmit value-content through the circuit, which can only
occur by forcing the content to assume and discard the three forms of capital. In this communication process, other actors,
such as workers and capitalists, are reduced to mere relays (transmitters and receivers) or a data source in the case of
living labour.
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Marx called the locational and temporal moments, referring to the problems both of the actual spa-
tial extensions of the market (the physical transport of goods) and the time expended in commercial
transactions (this time refers not to any labour time used in commercial transactions, but to the
actual lapsed time expended in transforming a commodity into money and vice-versa...)" (1990,
46).

As Marx explains in the second volume of Capital, capital is a circuit because it enables a quan-
tity of value to pass through a sequence of three mutually connected metamorphoses. As it passes
through these stages, value both maintains itself and increases its magnitude. Once it has moved
through each of these stages, capital has completed one turnover and can repeat the process
anew.

Figure 2 depicts the circuit's three stages: the sphere of production (stage 2) and circulation
(stages 1 and 3); and the three particular forms of capital (money [M], commaodity [C] and produc-
tive-capital [P]). When capital fulfils the specific function of one of its particular forms it completes a
stage and assumes the next form. Stage 1 is completed by the capitalist using money's function as
means of payment and/or purchase to acquire labour-power and means of production. When these
commodities are set in motion as productive capital (P), and are productively consumed, the se-
cond stage is completed. The result of the production stage is a mass of commodities (C’) with a
higher quantity of value than originally advanced. The third stage is completed when the commodi-
ty's function of being bought and sold is fulfilled, thereby realizing the surplus value created in pro-
duction, and making capital accumulation possible in the first stage (Marx 1978, 132-133).

Sphere of Circulation

Stage3 | Stage1

Stage 2

Sphere of Production

Figure 2: The circuit of capital (adapted from Lebowitz 2006: 61)

The circuit is Marx’s concept of capital. It is the universal form within which the particular forms
of capital are internally related. The identity of capital can thus be found in its unity and in the dif-
ference to itself as unity. This negative unity is found when capital exists in either of its stages or
forms (Arthur 1998, 102-116). Capital is found in two aspects: “first as the unity of the process, then
as a particular one of its phases, itself in distinction to itself as unity” (Marx 1973, 622). Capital is
unified in the movement from its universal to particular forms. Although the forms of money-, pro-
ductive- and commodity-capital are necessary for the existence of capital, the particular forms are
not in and for themselves capital. Outside the circuit they simply function as money, commodities
and labour processes. Only in the circuit do they also have the social function and forms of capital
(Arthur 1998, 107). The three forms are only capital insofar as they are internally related to each
other in the totality of the circuit and are the functional forms of circulating capital (Arthur 1998, 102;
Marx 1978, 133). In other words, they are forms of capital because each form is the possibility of
assuming the next form and completing and moving to the next stage of the circuit, and because of
their specific functions in the overall circuit (Marx 1978, 112). When capital is in negative unity, it is
only potentially capital and perpetually becoming—it is capital if, and only if, it can discard its cur-
rent form and metamorphose into the next form, which occurs only when the associated function is
fulfilled. Money-capital is latently productive capital, which is the possibility of commodity capital
that in turn is the becoming of money-capital.

Marx’s conceptualization of capital as a circuit is nearly identical to Hegel’'s Concept because
formally capital is a process that moves from universal to particular forms; in order for capital to be
capital it must assume each of the forms and complete its associated stages (Arthur 1998). How-
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ever, Marx denies that capital can automatically complete the circuit and he also denies it the fluidi-
ty and speed of thought of the Concept. For Marx, it is never guaranteed that an individual capitalist
will complete a turnover:

The three processes of which capital forms the unity are external; they are sepa-
rate in time and space. As such, the transition from one into the other, i.e. their uni-
ty as regards the individual capitalists, is accidental. Despite their inner unity, they
exist independently alongside one another, each as the presupposition of the oth-
er. Regarded broadly and as a whole, this inner unity must necessarily maintain it-
self to the extent that the whole of production rests on capital, and it must therefore
realize all the necessary moments of its self-formation, and must contain the de-
terminants necessary to make these moments real (Marx 1973, 403).

In other words, the formal circulation of capital (inner unity) contradicts its real circulation process
(external unity), in which capital assumes a material form alongside its particular economic forms.
The first obstacle to capital’s circulation is that capital must “invest itself in matter, something that
may in fact be resistant to it” (Arthur 1998, 117). This is why capital “risks getting tied up for certain
intervals,” because it is never guaranteed that capital will metamorphose into its next form (Arthur
1998, 133). Consequently, circulation must be considered from both its formal and real moments.

Real circulation refers to the actual circulation of matter, i.e. the movement at a given speed, of
commodities and money through space and time. Real circulation thus includes transportation,
infrastructure, vehicles, packaging, warehouses, banking, and so on. Consequently, the circulation
of capital is inherently a logistical affair that requires a specific organization or binding of space and
time'". In addition, this affair has always been about accelerating capital’s movement and has been
done through progressive re-organizations of space and time and the adoption of newer and faster
media such as jet transportation, container shipping and digitization together with telecommunica-
tions.

There are several benefits for capital to accelerate its metamorphoses. Because the sum and
mass of surplus value created within a period is negatively determined by the velocity of capital the
faster capital moves through the sphere of circulation, the more surplus value will be created and
validated. The rate of surplus value and profit may be increased by acceleration when speed con-
tributes to reduce circulation costs (Marx 1973, 518; 1978, 124, 389). In a given period, the velocity
of turnover substitutes for the volume of capital (Marx 1973, 518-519, 630). It is also beneficial for
individual capitalists to reduce their turnover in relation to the social average turnover time (Harvey
1989, 229).

For accumulation to take place, capital must constantly move between the two spheres of pro-
duction and circulation; although surplus value is created in the sphere of production, it must be
realized and accumulated in the sphere of circulation. This realization is a necessary condition and
moment of the entire motion of capital: capital is the unity-in-process of production and circulation
(Marx 1973, 405-6, 535, 620; 1978, 205). Effectively, capital must always be in motion in order to
be capital; when capital is not in movement, it is stuck in a particular form and stage and is there-
fore negated and devalued (Marx 1973, 621). It is because of this negation and devaluation that
capital must increase its velocity while decreasing the time it spends in circulation. To accelerate,
however, capital must develop or adopt media that allows it to bind space and time, and thereby
progressively overcome the barriers capital posits to its functioning.

2. On Barriers: Space and Time

In Grundrisse, Marx argues that capital posits barriers in contradiction to its tendency to function
freely and expand boundlessly, delaying the transition of capital from one form and phase to the
next and/or limit the quantity of surplus value produced and realized within a given period (Marx
1973, 421, 538). Marx identifies necessary labour as a barrier in the sphere of production; and
need/use-value, availability of equivalents (money), space and circulation time as barriers belong-
ing to the sphere of circulation (Marx 1973, 404-405, 542-543).

To “release its own potency” capital constantly tries to overcome its barriers (Negri 1984, 115).
We posit that capital relies on various media technologies to overcome these barriers. The function
of machinery in the sphere of production is to manipulate time, i.e. decrease the necessary labour
of the worker. Media have a similar function of manipulating time, but belonging to the sphere of
circulation media may manipulate circulation time rather than labour time. Media are employed in

" 1t is only recently, however, that logistics have become a central concern for the managers of capital (Bonacich and
Wilson 2008, 3-4).
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the sphere of circulation in order to reduce circulation time, which can increase the mass of surplus
value produced within a given period and/or reduce costs associated with circulation (i.e. storage).
More importantly, media can reduce circulation time by enabling capital to overcome the barriers of
need, money, space and time—for example, new infrastructure. Larger and faster vehicles enable
capital to overcome the barriers of need, space and time by extending markets in space, annihilat-
ing space with time or reducing absolutely the time capital circulates from a given place to the oth-
er. Credit is an example of a medium that enables capital to overcome the barrier of money, but as
we will explain below, it also acts to increase the speed and vector of capital’s circulation. What is
peculiar about mobile devices is that they open up for dealing with these barriers simultaneously as
we will discuss in the following section.

The circulation of capital proceeds in space and time. As capital extends itself in space and
strives to make the earth into a market, capital tries to “annihilate this space with time, i.e. to re-
duce to a minimum time spent in motion from one place to another” (Marx 1973, 539). That space
is annihilated by time means that spatial distance is reduced to temporal distance; spatial extension
folds into circulation time. Thus the annihilation of space by time becomes identical to abbreviating
the circulation time of capital. Circulation time is also a barrier to capital because the time spent in
circulation is time that could be used for the valorization of value. The barriers around use-value
and equivalents are also significant, but will be addressed later in the paper.

In other words, circulation time is a deduction from production time, specifically a deduction of
surplus labour time (Marx 1973, 538-539). The maximum number of repetitions is reached when
the velocity of circulation becomes absolute, i.e. when circulation time is zero. If this occurs there
would be no interruption in production resulting from circulation and overall turnover time would be
equal to production time (Marx 1973, 544-45, 627). It is the “necessary tendency of capital to strive
to equate circulation time to 0; i.e. to suspend itself, since it is capital itself alone which posits circu-
lation time as a determinant moment of production time” (Marx 1973, 629). The closer circulation
time comes to zero “the more capital functions, and the greater is its productivity and self-
valorization” (Marx 1978, 203). It is in this tendency that capitalism seeks new methods of com-
municating value at ever-greater velocities. Capital’s increasing attention to logistics or supply
chain management — as evidenced in the rapid development of telecommunications and transpor-
tation infrastructure — comes from this logic of acceleration, which is identical to reducing circulation
time.

As an example of the apotheosis of this drive consider recent investments in fiber-optic trans-
Atlantic cables purporting to shave off six milliseconds of transmission time. Cable company Hiber-
nia Atlantic is currently building the first new trans-Atlantic cable in a decade. By shortening the
cable length by approximately 310 miles, the four-fiber pair optical cable system promises to re-
duce transmission time between London and New York by six milliseconds from the current 65-
millisconds. In the world of high-frequency, trading time is not measured according to the human
scale, but the anti-human scale of algorithms and software bots with the salient being the millisec-
ond. For human action and perception, the milliseconds saved means nothing, but for high-
frequency financial trading houses that rely on algorithms to execute buy and sell orders, a single
millisecond could result in as much as $100 million to the annual bottom line (Hecht 2011; Williams
2011). Fifty-nine milliseconds between London and New York is, however, not fast enough for the
world of algorithmic finance capital.

Although for so-called humans the world shrinks to nothing when our electromagnetic media
operate at speeds of 60 to 90 percent of the speed of light, the expanse of the globe is massive for
anti-human subjects that reckon time in microseconds. The fastest fiber-optic route between New
Jersey and Chicago is approximately 16 milliseconds. In the world of algorithmic trading, according
to Donald MacKenzie (2011), it's “a huge delay: you might as well be on the moon.” Indeed, An-
drew Bach head of network services at NYSE Euronext said that “[tlhe speed of light limitation is
getting annoying” (in Hecht 2011). More recently, researchers are exploring the possibility of further
shortening the time distance between financial centres by shooting neutrinos through the earth.
The use of neutrinos to communicate financial transactions is significant because “neutrinos travel
at the speed of light” thus “traders using the technology would on average have a nearly 30 milli-
second time advantage, with participating London and Sydney brokerages garnering a full 44 milli-
seconds” (Dorminey, 2012).

Through the unfolding telos of capitalist media, circulation time is reduced to the point of elimi-
nation, or at least to an intensive time that has no meaning to humans. There is, however, a limita-
tion to the acceleration of capital. In Grundrisse Marx argues that
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circulation time must appear as a deduction from its production time... the nature of capital
presupposes that it travels through the different phases of circulation not as it does in the
mind, where one concept turns into the other at the speed of thought, in no time, but rather
as situations which are separate in time. It must spend time as a cocoon before it can take
off as a butterfly (1973, 548-49).

Although capital is working towards the elimination of circulation time—indeed, it is its tendency
to strive towards a circulation time of zero (Marx 1973, 629; 1978, 203)—but if this was actually
achieved capital would negate itself. Absolute velocity is represented as a circulation time of zero,
which is nothing but the suspension of the sphere of circulation. Without the moment of exchange,
surplus value cannot be realized and capital is therefore negated. If circulation time is suspended, it
would be the same as to “suspend the necessity of exchange, of money, and of the division of la-
bour resting on them, hence capital itself” (Marx 1973, 629).

The phenomenon of digital piracy can be understood as capital having reached absolute veloci-
ty (Kjosen 2010). Digitization allows the commodity to shed its form and can take off, creating what
Nick Dyer-Witheford poetically dubs “instant butterfly” (Dyer-Witheford 1999, 202). Since the Inter-
net and computers operate according to the speed of electronic pulses bound by basic laws of
electromagnetism, the three stages of the circuit occur simultaneously. There is no time for capital
to proceed through its metamorphoses; there must be latency between capital’s various moments
in order for it to metamorphose properly. The phenomenon of digital piracy should be understood
as capital breaking its own speed limit and therefore being unable to metamorphose properly so
that an aliquot part of capital cannot assume the commaodity form. In other words the commaodity
form may disintegrate at the speed of electromagnetic waves, and consequently the circuit of capi-
tal leaks value (Kjosen 2010:87-102).

3. On the Convergence of Universal Equivalents: Money and Digital Code

“Money as such has become a pseudo-event — information only” (McLuhan and Nevitt 1972, 78)

Capital must “invest itself in matter, something that may in fact be resistant to it” (Arthur 1998,
117). The ability of capital to be transported or transmitted depends on both the economic and ma-
terial form that capital takes—this materiality also includes the encoding of digital data and elec-
tromagnetic waves. For example, the mobility of commodity capital depends on the means of
communication and the natural qualities of the commodity, such as weight, size, fragility and per-
ishability. The mediation of capital in this way requires the specific organization and production of
space and time (Harvey 1989).12 It is in this process that capital relies upon various media to bind
space and time in ways commensurable to its logic of acceleration. The digital form takes this logic
to its natural end.

Here we focus on digital code as a “form of appearance” assumed by capital, a form unique to
our contemporary moment. The formal qualities of digital code and the material infrastructure ena-
bling its storage and transmission are simultaneously precursors and expressions of “informational
capitalism” (Fuchs 2010). To situate the development of specifically capitalist media within a
broader history of media change (which allows us to foreground formative, material, and technical
difference in different media), we turn to the medium theory tradition (Innis, McLuhan, Kittler) to get
a sense of how this logic is reflected in the material and technical composition of media. Specifcal-
ly, we find an analysis of how media are central to the organization of space and time that bridges
phenomenology and political economy. As Harold Innis (1964; 1995) argues, media organize
space and time and thereby contribute to the reproduction (or disintegration) of social/power struc-
tures. For this tradition, however, media are conceived broadly to include institutions, organiza-
tions, and technologies (Comor 2001, 276).

Analyzed comparatively, different media emphasize different space/time ratios, reflecting the
relative bias of a given medium. In comparison to media that emphasize their persistence through
time (architecture, stone engraving, religious rituals and institutions), media that emphasized the
control of space are said to possess a spatial bias. For Innis, spatial bias refers to media, such as
the price system and the market that break up time into “discrete, uniform, measurable chunks that
can be valuated in money terms” (Babe 2000, 73; Innis 1995, 66-87). For example, Innis notes that
the spatial bias of the price system in Western political economies “facilitated the use of credit, the
rise of exchanges, and calculations of the predictable future essential to the development of insur-
ance” as a way to predict the future and minimize risk (Babe 2000, 72; see Innis 1964, 33-34).

"2 Indeed, it is precisely this process that is captured by Harvey’s (1989) concept of “space-time compression.”
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Moreover, the concept of bias is also a reflection of a medium’s capacity to bind space and time in
accordance with the reproduction of a given political economic configuration. “The development
and application of the concept of bias emerged from Innis’ application of the term 'capacity” and for
Innis, “capacity is an index of potential” (Comor 1994, 122-123). Thus, “capacity involved Innis in
analyses of the limitations and opportunities faced by people in their day-to-day lives and the fac-
tors that may influence them in any given place and at any particular time...History, therefore, in-
volves communication media, broadly defined, as the means through which the production process
can be pursued and as tools providing the capacity to utilize information” (Comor 1994, 123).

In relation to capital, capacity and potential should be understood as referring to the production
of surplus value. There is always unused capacity in the sphere of production, which is in part what
Marx refers to with the concept of relative surplus value. Media that reduce circulation time or over-
come other barriers effectively release the productive potential of capital. Time set free in the
sphere of circulation can be converted into surplus labour time.

In the effort to overcome the physical, spatial and temporal barriers to circulation, digital code is
one of the dominant forms in which capital now invests itself because digitization is acceleration. In
digital form, capital’s real circulation approaches capital’'s formal and ideal circulation. Indeed, digi-
tal data appears to be the perfect medium for self-valorizing value. When something is digitized it
exists only conceptually or symbolically, which represents the primacy of images and signs over
material objects. Any object rendered digitally is a numerical representation (Manovich 2001, 52).

Digital code abstracts all qualitative differences into pure quantity. Inside the computer “every-
thing becomes a number: quantity without image, sound, or voice” (Kittler 1999, 1). Effectively all
use-values are transformed into the singular anti-human use-value of binary code. Any difference
between digital objects is quantitative rather than qualitative (Manovich 2001, 27-30, 174; Kittler
1999, 1-2). Their qualitative differences—intelligible to human senses—are merely surface effects
or supefficially distinct forms (Kittler 1999, 1; Betancourt 2006). Digital code, like money, is a uni-
versal equivalent; it reduces qualitative differences into pure quantity.

Binary code or digital data is, like money, a universal equivalent that can represent qualitatively
different objects in terms of pure quantity. In Capital Volume 1, the function of the universal equiva-
lent is that it brings all commodities into relation with each other and makes them appear as ex-
change-values, i.e. quantity without any reference to their qualitative aspects. Money represents
the world of commodities and can be translated and transformed into any commodity. In the form of
digital code, value-as-money merges with a material form that is equivalent to its quality of being
pure quantity.

The transmission of digital data is tautological: the immediate result is an increase in information
and not a change of form. This material tautology is potentially of enormous benefit to capital: digi-
tal commodities require minimum storage and nearly no upkeep because the additional copy does
not exist until it arrives onto the digital device of a consumer. Digital data appears to be produced
ex nihilo, with almost no expenditure of living and dead labour.™

Most importantly, however, is that capital in the form of bits is less resistant to circulation than
when it is comprised of atoms; in digital form, capital can circulate at the speed of electromagnetic
waves. There is no need for a real metamorphosis of qualitatively different material forms; what is
left of the circulation of commodities on the integrated circuit are mere differences in voltage and a
proliferation of digital data. At the speed of electromagnetic waves the expanse of the earth is re-
duced to nothing. Without having to traverse real space, the time capital spends in the commodity
form due to transportation is eliminated. Capital in digital form has little dead time compared to
substantial commodities; it spends literally no time negated and devalued in its commodity form.

In one of his prophetic probes, Marshall McLuhan correctly observed that there is a “steady
progression toward commercial exchange as the movement of information itself” (1964, 149). We
should be under no illusions that this is exactly what has happened with financial exchanges. M —
M’ is the archetypal commercial exchange as movement of information. With technologies such as
NFC, this process occurs with the traditional metamorphosis of commaodities as well.

4, Consumption Capacity and the Communication of Capital

In the pages Marx dedicates to the circulation and reproduction of capital lie a teleology of capi-
talist media in which capital is the subject of communication. As Marx often characterizes capital
(or its personification in the bourgeois capitalist) as the agent, and sometimes protagonist, of the
volumes of Capital, we assume a similar starting point to understand the relationship between

13 For a critique of the argument that the digital represents production without consumption of resources, see Michel
Betancourt (2006; 2010).
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communication and capital’s logic of acceleration. However, for capital, communication constitutes
a spectrum that spans logistics and cultural production (including ideology). It is from this commu-
nicative spectrum that we can reveal capital’s logic of acceleration within the evolution of contem-
porary digital media. Yet as we initially noted, it is not simply a quantitative increase, but additional-
ly that personalization and connectivity enhance the vector of capital’s circulation. Acceleration
becomes diagrammatic as capital’s circulation is overlaid onto the ubiquitous flows of personalized
data.

We argue that qualities of ubiquitous personalization and connectivity offer clear evolutionary
examples directed at overcoming two crucial, yet interconnected, barriers external to capital’s in-
ternal unity by binding space and time in accordance with the needs of circulation. In a lucid pas-
sage from the Grundrisse, we might refer to as the “Fragment on Communication” (Marx 1973,
398-423), Marx explicates capital’s communicative spectrum in light of two significant barriers. The
first barrier is a cultural barrier involving the expansion of needs, use values and desires; the se-
cond involves the means to pay. As Marx writes: “Its first barrier, then, is consumption itself—the
need for it...Then, secondly, there has to be an equivalent for it” (Marx 1973, 404-405). Taken to-
gether these two barriers reflect a specific consumption capacity or magnitude. While the first bar-
rier traces the entire evolution of the advertising and marketing apparatus (and its migration onto
digital platforms), the latter has been overcome by the creation of credit and crediting mechanisms
(whose expansion has been directly related to digital media and infrastructure; see Manzerolle
2010). What we find increasingly with digital and new media are the converging poles of capitals’
communicative spectrum in the articulation of consumption capacity. Cultural and logistical barriers
find their articulation, and prospective panacea, in the proliferation of personalized and networked
devices. Moreover, we might assess how consumption capacity articulates a very specific organi-
zation (and production) of space and time.

It is significant that the fragment on communication is preceded by a brief passage on the crea-
tion of free time in society.

It is a law of capital... to create surplus labour, disposable time; just as it is equally its ten-
dency to reduce necessary labour to a minimum...it is equally tendency of capital to make
human labour (relatively) superfluous, so as to drive it, as human labour, towards infinity.
(Marx 1973, 399)

As more free time is created, so too are the productive capacities of the social individual. Im-
portantly, free time gives way to the more full development of the social individual, and of culture
generally, a process of enculturation that creates an ever-greater diversity of needs. As culture
grows in complexity and sophistication, so does the individual.

[Tlhe cultivation of all the qualities of the social human being, production of the same in a
form as rich as possible in needs, because rich in qualities and relations—production of this
being as the most total and universal possible social product, for, in order to take gratification
in a many-sided way, he must be capable of many pleasures, hence cultured to a high de-
gree — is likewise a condition of production founded on capital. (Marx 1973, 409)

Because surplus value relies on the production of free time to increase the ratio between nec-
essary and surplus labour, capital also creates free time generally, allowing for the expansion of
cultural activities, and as a result capital can circulate more freely as surplus value is realized
through an expanding set of needs variously produced by the culture industry.

Consequently, the consumption associated with this expanding bundle of needs comes to re-
produce “the individual himself in a specific mode of being, not only in his immediate quality of be-
ing alive, and in specific social relations” (Marx 1973, 717). The social being of the individual and
the circulation of capital are tied to the perpetual modulation of consumption. It is for precisely this
reason that free time can be mobilized to serve the circulatory needs of capital, particularly through
the advancement of information and communication technologies (ICTs) (Webster and Robins
1999; Manzerolle 2011). Both the cultural sphere of consumption (use values) and the political
economic development of ICTs reproduce a social being whose capacities develop in line with the
requirements of circulation.

The development of free time is important for another reason: It creates new moments within
daily life that can be subsumed into, and is an expansion of, circulation itself. On this note, Smythe
identified the productive capacity of attentional forms and the mobilization of audiences towards an
expanding array of new use values (Smythe 1981, 40; McGuigan 2012). The colonization of every-
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day life by digital and networked devices has opened up new pores, cracks, and crevices of daily
life into possible moments of communicative utility in service of capital’s logic of acceleration. As
Leopoldina Fortunati has suggested, mobile ubiquitous media help fill the pauses and downtime of
everyday life with potentially new moments of “communicative use” (2002, 517). The intensifying
technological mediation of human capacities by digital media give way to the exploitation of free
(often enthusiastic) labour of users (Zwick et al. 2009).

The rise of web 2.0 (and its various corollaries) evidences the growing, increasingly necessary,
input of free labour to capital’s circulation. The unpaid work in free, or unwaged, time is constantly
a point at which capital seeks to harness capital’s spiralling algorithm of accumulation. Capitalism
here requires a cultural exteriority as a source for future commaodification. As Marx tacitly suggests,
capital creates greater free time in order to subsume that time for the purposes of circulation (Marx
1973, 401). Using an analogy Marx deploys to understand the necessary work of circulation, this
creative and communicative labour “behaves somewhat like the ‘work of combustion’ involved in
setting light to a material that is used to produce heat” (Marx 1978, 208). In free time, produced
and/or enabled by ICTs, human capacities (creative, cognitive, attentional and affective) act as fuel
speeding up the circulation of capital (see Stiegler 2010). Of specific importance is the creation,
whether explicitly or implicitly, of a mass of personal data (Manzerolle and Smeltzer 2011).

Thus in trying to overcome the various barriers to circulation, capital’s specific organization and
management of space and time is crucial, but only insofar as this management coincides with the
production of an expanding bundle of needs and the related ability to purchase commaodities. This
is where the capitalist development and application of ICTs — including a wide variety of ubiquitous,
personalized, mobile digital media — becomes so crucial to the overall circulation of capital, but
specifically the transformation of commodity-capital into money. Similarly, the ubiquity and instan-
taneity of personalized digital media offers the possibility of precisely coordinating production and
consumption, replacing the traditionally accidental and ideally anonymous moments of exchange
with over-determination that comes from the ability to identify and pin-point consumers in space
and time. It is by this very process that capital enhances the vector of its circulation and makes the
circuit diagrammatic.

The twinkling of an eye becomes a metaphor for the electronic pulses that encompass all cul-
tural and economic information. We take as emblematic of this process the current evolution of
mobile payment systems, but perhaps more generally, the convergence of communication media
and crediting mechanisms. Consumption capacity is increasingly articulated in and through digital
media, and we can situate the development of mobile payment technologies like NFC within the
process to generally heighten consumption capacity while offloading costs onto consumers for their
means of consumption—in this case the convergence of telecommunications and finance opens up
new areas of commodification through digital data, in addition to the general expansion of con-
sumption capacity.

The digital devices that enable our articulation as communicating subjects also act to absorb
and translate our behaviour into usable flows of data. As many recent commentators have sug-
gested, we live in an era of big data in which the production of data is no longer a competitive ob-
stacle for capital (Hardy 2012; Lohr 2012); now it is the ability to store, process, and mine an im-
mense accumulation of personalized or scalable data. Thus in the same way that industrial ma-
chinery absorbed the physical and intellective capacities of the worker in the sphere of production,
so too, our networked environment absorbs the digital streams produced by the very nature of per-
sonalization and connectivity in the sphere of circulation. For this reason, it is not surprising that
such processes are baked into the design, technical composition and functionality of
smartphones—particularly in light of the rapid global adoption of these devices in both so-called
developed and developing markets (ITU 2011). Indeed, such surveillance operates on at least
three levels—operating systems, carriers, and third-party applications—creating a torrent of per-
sonal data flowing to and from these connected devices virtually ubiquitously. This invisible
dataveillance is an embedded component of our social lives and relationships as they are increas-
ingly mediated by digital networked technologies. Social networks like Facebook leverage the so-
cial work of users to subsume them, turning them into a means of piggybacking the circulatory re-
quirements of capital onto the social relationships (and unpaid cultural labour) of communicating
subjects.

The increasing economic centrality of personal data—and the various forms of paid and unpaid
digital labour enabled by mobile digital media—was recently raised in a TechCrunch interview in
which Tim O’Reilly (web 2.0 guru) and Reid Hoffman (founder of LinkedIn) were asked to theorize
what web 3.0 might entail. Although acknowledging the problems behind the characterization 3.0,
they both claimed that the World Wide Web will be increasingly powered primarily by the explosion
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of personal data generated by digital and networked media. Hoffman explains that web 3.0 com-
prises “a torrent of innovation that's going to be unleashed by all of this personal data being col-
lected” (TechCrunch 2011). Moreover, they both note how web 3.0 fundamentally does away with
anonymity as a basic characteristic of the Web, once and for all, as online and offline identities are
fused together. This is perhaps one of the most significant, yet least understood transformations of
modern digital media. Unlike the previous era, in which personal data was segregated in silos by
institution specific databases, the era of personalization and ubiquitous connectivity not only pro-
vides exponential growth in the quality and quantity of personal data, but also allows that data to be
automatically indexed by user and location (primarily through mobile services).

To what end? Digital media help transform our very social being into multiplying nodes in the
process and vectorization of circulation. As Marx notes, the overall effect on social being is to turn
individuals into independent centers of exchange, ever-more subjected to the rhythms of this inten-
sifying circulation process.

Consumption is mediated at all points by exchange...To each capitalist, the total mass of all
workers, with the exception of his own workers, appear not as workers, but as consumers,
possessors of exchange values (wages), money, which they exchange for his commodity.
They are so many centres of circulation with whom the act of exchange begins and by whom
the exchange value of capital is maintained. (Marx 1978, 419)

Indeed with the rise of ubiquitous media, the body itself becomes inseparable from a steady
stream of digital data. The combination of personalization and ubiquity makes the widening circula-
tion of information a resource in the diagrammatic expansion and intensification of capital’s vector.

As we have described in the preceding section, digital media are premised on a homogenization
of all information into digital code and given form as electronic pulse. This is the same for all infor-
mation regardless of actual content; the formative existence is the same. In the rise of financial
capitalism — or the financialization of the economy, particularly its application of ICTs networked
globally — the irresistible impulse is towards employing the means of communication for a total ab-
breviation of the transformations within the circulation process that gives rise to the abbreviated
formulation M — M’ — the circuit of finance capital. It takes less time to complete a turnover when
capital does not need to pass into the material forms of productive-capital and commodity-capital.
But the pressure to shorten circulation time is nevertheless there for the same reason as a normal
circuit, as the example of the new transatlantic cable demonstrates.

Yet even before the advent of both digitization and extreme financialization, Marx alluded to
how this irresistible impulse expresses itself in ever-more sophisticated abstractions. In creating
abstractions “by way of book-keeping, which also includes the determination or reckoning of com-
modity prices (price calculation), the movement of capital is registered and controlled. The move-
ment of production, and particularly of valorization—in which commodities figure only as bearers of
value, as the names of things whose ideal value-existence is set down in money of account—thus
receives a symbolic reflection in the imagination” (Marx 1978, 211)14. Indeed, the very expansion
and speed-up of circulation requires capital to create a variety of abstractions that help to bind
space and time, often to stand-in for the necessary metamorphoses capital must complete in order
for accumulation to occur. The price-system, various forms of commercial information, the stock
market, increasingly exotic financial instruments, derivatives, debt-commodities, what Smythe de-
scribed as the "audience commodity"--all are circulatory abstractions.

Indeed, Marx identified that the capitalist system is not only premised on the money system as a
medium of exchange and store of value, but as a process in which abstractions become real in the
process of speeding up circulation because capital must take such abstractions as real to fulfill the
production of evolution. As circulation speeds up to mirror the flows of information, these abstrac-
tions are increasingly treated as real commodities (and appear to contain realizable surplus value)
in their own right (rather than having logistical effects). Chief among these abstractions is the func-
tion of credit which itself creates new products of circulation, and while it strives to reduce circula-
tion time it also struggles “to give circulation time value, the value of production time, in the various
organs which mediate the process of circulation time and of circulation; to posit them all as money,
and, more broadly, as capital” (Marx 1973, 659-660).

The problem of credit, a topic Marx regularly brings up only to defer his analysis (Marx 1973,
519, 535, 542, 549; 1978, 192, 330, 420-421, 433), reflects a similar problem with digital data; its
nominal existence is interchangeable with all other types of information. As digital code creates an

™ Though the “symbolic reflections in the imagination” are daily taking on an autonomous, algorithmic, even machinic,
life of their own.
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abundance of information through a process of abstraction, credit and crediting mechanisms prolif-
erate to ensure the acceleration of capital’s circulation.

As credit overcomes a recurring lack of equivalents available for purchase while capital expands
its production of surplus value, it multiplies the use of abstraction in circulation. “Where does the
extra money come from to realize the extra surplus-value that now exists in the commodity form?”
(Marx 1978, 419). “The storing up of money on the one side can proceed even without cash, simply
through the piling up of credit notes” (Marx 1978, 422). Throughout Marx’s explication of the sphere
of circulation, particularly in Grundrisse, there is a constant reference to the deus-ex-machina of
the entire system, namely, credit. At various points, he raises the spectre of credit to suggest how it
overcomes barriers, or artificially bypasses circulation, precipitating crises of circulation in the crea-
tion of fictitious or virtual money capital. “The entire credit system, and the over-trading, over-
speculation etc. connected with it, rests on the necessity of expanding and leading over the barrier
to circulation and the sphere of exchange” (Marx 1978, 416). All information becomes homogene-
ous and interchangeable. For capitalism’s accumulative algorithm this is problematic precisely be-
cause its logic is based on a process of transforming value and is validated step by step through its
metamorphoses. When subsumed by digital code, only machines can tell the difference between a
financial transaction and a text message. This allows for the virtual multiplication of value, capital
and digital code by machinic or algorithmic means, well beyond the material limitations of human or
natural life.

Although his analysis is not developed in Volume 2, Marx explains that the credit economy is
merely an extension of the money economy, but that each represents “different stages of develop-
ment of capitalist production” in contrast to the natural economy "...what is emphasized in the cat-
egories money economy and credit economy, and stressed as the distinctive feature, is actually not
the economy proper, i.e. the production process itself, but rather the mode of commerce between
the various agents of production or producers that corresponds to the economy” (Marx 1978, 195-
196). It is precisely the personalization of our media represented in the credit economy that qualita-
tively changes the mode of commerce between agents of production. Through the personalization
afforded by digital data/code, crediting mechanisms generally become intertwined with media.

Credit is not only a medium by which to accelerate the circulation of capital and its turnover time
(Marx 1981, 567), but is also a system of abstractions for personalizing, and prospectively com-
modifying the various moments of exchange by the aforementioned production of abstractions.
Credit overcomes temporal boundaries by allowing the identity and character of the creditor to act
as leverage against future payment (for example, see credit reporting and rating agencies; Man-
zerolle and Smeltzer 2011). By credit, we include not only the lending of money but also the tech-
nical mechanisms that allow credit to be granted so as to reduce circulation time. Digitization has
enabled the expansion of credit, sometimes for pernicious or predatory purposes (Manzerolle
2010). As such, digital media systems increasingly produce greater and greater financial abstrac-
tions — i.e. financialization — and these become real abstractions through the consumption of mate-
rials and labour time.

This speed-up via abstractions and crediting mechanisms cannot occur on its own, but requires
infrastructure to actually transmit speeds, expand the range of financial and personal data and thus
fuel the creation of ever-more sophisticated abstractions. Although the creation and provision of
credit is important, it is equally important to provide crediting mechanisms that leverage personal-
ized data to speed up transactions (whether of credit or real money). NFC technologies are only
one small example of the broader credit apparatus. Our digital media are increasingly functioning
as means of either facilitating credit or making credit more efficient (credit ratings, credit cards,
virtual goods, mobile payments). Increasingly, these flows of data are being treated as a kind of
pseudo currency, or at least ascribe some nominal value for their marketing importance. The pro-
duction of abstractions, like those emerging from the credit system for example, function as media-
tors of value approaching zero circulation time. This mirrors similar considerations that have sug-
gested that personal data itself be transformed into currency (Brustein 2012a; Zax 2011).

5. Conclusion: The Cybernetic Imagination of Capitalism

The combination of personalization and ubiquity makes the widening circulation of information a
resource in the acceleration, expansion and intensification of capital’s circulation. The proliferation
of credit and crediting mechanisms, as well as faster fiber-optic cables, are media used to reduce
capital’s overall circulation time. As Marx notes in Grundrisse, one of the overall tendencies of capi-
tal’s circulation is to turn individuals/workers into independent centers of exchange, evermore sub-
jected to the rhythms of this intensifying circulatory process (1973, 419). This process increasingly
occurs through the flows of digital, personalized and interactive media, but articulates consumption
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capacity in order to address and overcome its barriers. Through our interactions with these flows of
information we experience at a phenomenological level, the speed-up of everyday life, what Tom-
linson (2007) refers to as “the coming of immediacy”—a result of the convergence of cultural pro-
duction and the circulatory dynamics of capital.

As we have noted, recent developments in mobile payment systems and fiber-optic cables pro-
vide evidence of capital's logic of acceleration. These media reflect the evolution of digital media
under capitalism as a search for overcoming barriers of use-values, equivalents, space and time.
What we have argued is that a Marxist theory of communication takes capital as the subject of
communication. Marx’s description of circulation describes the communication of capital as a spec-
trum tuned to overcoming different barriers. At one end we find the logistical circulation of capital
(commodities, labour and money); at the other, we find questions of need, desire, and use value
shaped by cultural practices and institutions.

The personalization of media mimics the liberal market ideal of matching consumers with com-
modities. The evolution of mobile devices with integrated NFC capabilities will turn these devices
into tools for providing/automating a whole range of personalized services. This evolution has im-
portant implications for post-industrial, service based economies. Personalization of this sort will
make obsolete a whole mass of service sector jobs as they are either automated or replaced by the
unpaid labour of these ubiquitously connected users, which is a process that of course offloads
costs associated with circulation onto the consumer, while expanding the range of data that can be
offered commercially, by telecoms and other third parties (for example, mobile application develop-
ers).

We can think of the growth of personalization in the era of ubiquitous connectivity as a feedback
mechanism that flows through our personalized media, part of a much broader algorithmic expand-
ing and speeding-up through the growing torrent of digital data (whether financial, logistical, per-
sonal, or increasingly, all of them together).

The algorithmic qualities of Marx’s conception of capital as a circuit is neither surprising, nor,
arguably, is it accidental. Marx’s use of the term circuit to construct his model of capital’s logic of
motion is particularly deliberate, perhaps alluding to the imminent biases in the political economists
and theories Marx was critiquing. Otto Mayr (1971a) has written about the relationship between the
genesis of liberal-market theory and the development of feedback technologies—that is, a history
of cybernetics avant la lettre. The roots of this algorithmic nature appears rooted both in the intel-
lectual apparatus and the historical context of its genesis, although perhaps it is mere coincidence
that early schemas of global trade reflect feedback loop diagrams (Mayr 1971a, 4), or that Adam
Smith and James Watt were friends and perhaps shared the same cybernetic imagination of socie-
ty. Perhaps it was coincidence that Charles Babbage not only schematized a difference engine but
also wrote treaties on capitalist political economy, or that James Clerk Maxwell (see Mayr 1971b)—
first theorist of the electromagnetic spectrum—also designed the first commercial self-regulating
governors for industrial capital, and is cited by none other than Norbert Wiener as the grandfather
of cybernetics (Wiener 1948).

According to Mayr (1971a), the concept of self-correcting/self-regulating system was one of the
chief metaphors for the free market, in which the flows of goods, money and prices would create a
self-correcting system that could maximize social welfare for the largest number of people. Person-
alization of the sort we are now seeing falls closely in line with the beliefs and values of typical lib-
eral market theories; using both personalization and ubiquitous connectivity as a means of efficient-
ly and instantaneously matching services and products with consumers. Our media systems have
largely evolved within “the cybernetic imagination of capitalism” (Webster and Robins 1999, 111).
Although we are inundated with a quantitative increase in human communication, there is infinitely
more expansive network of machinic communication governing the communication of capital and
its logic of acceleration. In an early form it expresses Shannon’s mathematical theory of communi-
cation, which is itself a feedback system (Shannon and Weaver 1949). In both, it is the search for
perfect information — the elimination of noise — that constitutes a mathematically perfect communi-
cation system. It is no surprise then that our means of communication and our means of exchange
(including both money and information over a network) are converging. While personalization cre-
ates nearly perfect information about users and their locations — in the context of technologically
mediated social networks — noise will increasingly constitute those voices, opinions and messages
that do not already conform to our personally cultivated algorithm, which are outside of our prefer-
ence schema. Within the cybernetic imagination of capitalism, digital media offer capital the vectors
through and by which the logic of acceleration is articulated diagrammatically. Our media are in-
deed in transition, but transitioning under what structural biases and political economic impera-
tives? How will we understand the growth of cloud-computing, the internet of things, and 3-D print-
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ing evolve through market forces? We have argued that answering this question will involve a me-
dia-centric interpretation of Marx’s expansive analysis of the circulation of capital.
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Abstract: Communication is examined in the realm of Marxist theory not as an autonomous social field, but as a compo-
nent in the total social structure. It is argued that there was a shift from the initial Marxist idea of forms of communication as
relations of production to communication as part of the superstructure, and that this view has prevailed in Marxist theory for
a long period of time. In the work of later Marxists, we can spot a re-connection of communication with the capitalist mode of
production, but not with the process of structuration and changing of relations of production. In my view, first we must con-
nect these modifications in Marxist theory with the changes in the capitalist mode of production itself and secondly we must
seek the role of communication primarily in the production process. We stress that at the end of the 19" century there was
a shift from extensive to intensive forms of surplus value which was tightly interconnected with the mass (enlarged) con-
sumption of symbolic commodities and commodities — symbols as stimulus for the intensive production. In this way capital-
ism was transformed to symbolic capitalism. In the ‘60s, the symbolic logic of enlarged consumption led to the need for
diverse and flexible production and therefore to the deep information — symbolic changes in technology and social organiza-
tion of the labour. Thus the logic of consumption became the logic of production. This made possible on one hand the
shrinkage of the enlarged consumption and on the other the high productivity of the economic systems. This was the rise of
a new, deep symbolic capitalism, which made possible the social change without seizing the power. Therefore, the recent
developments in the capitalist mode of production takes us back to the primary Marxist notion of communication forms as
relations of production and make possible to change the laters by changing the first.

Keywords: Marxism, Capitalism, Symbolic Capitalism, Communication Theory, Mass Culture, Mass Production, Flexible
Specialization, Post-Fordism, Enlarged Consumption, Cultural Industries, Consumer Capitalism, Information Society, Or-
ganization of Labor, New Technologies, Postmodernism, Social Change.

1. Methodological Issues

The main purpose of this article is not to examine the Marxist theory of communication as a specific
social field, but to look into communication as a parameter in general Marxist social theory. In other
words, this article aims to look into the structural role of communication on the basis of a base —
superstructure model of social organization with regard to its historical transformation and to differ-
ent approaches in Marxist social theory. Therefore, it elaborates the discussion mainly between the
approach of traditional Marxism and those of later schools of thought, both Marxist or any influ-
enced by them in an effort to assess the development of the capitalist mode of production as a
result of the key role of communication.

In my opinion we can draw a development of the Marxist concept of the relations between the
capitalist mode of production and communication, in four steps or moments. At first (e.g. in “The
German Ideology”), communication and the relations of production are identical. In the primary
formulation, in the “German Ideology” (Marx and Engels 1978a, 67), the relations of production (or
property relations) are characterized as “forms of communication”. With this term, Marx and Engels
aim to explain ideology, which they perceive as being equal to idealism, in relation to the mode of
production and class relations. A certain degree or form of division of labour leads to a certain qual-
ity and quantity of distribution of the products of labour. In other words, the structure of distribution
is connected to the division of labour within the production process. Certain social relations of pro-
duction and distribution emanate from this division of labour and (Marx and Engels 1978a, 78).
Marx and Engels understand relations of production as class/property relations on one hand, and
as communication forms on the other.

As they note, “the production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly inter-
woven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life. Con-
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ceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux of their
material behavior. The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of politics,
laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc., of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions,
ideas, etc. — real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive
forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness can
never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual life-

process” (Marx and Engels 1978a, 67-8).

Thus they understand relations of production as social relations within a broader context, where
social interaction, the use of symbols in it and the ideas that derive from it or refer to that interaction
are regarded as a whole. In this formulation, the “forms of communication” become a means of
establishing, sustaining and changing the social relations of production, and vice versa, in connec-
tion to the division of labour. From this point of view, communication and symbolic structures are
not only passive means but also an essential part of the social relations of production, especially in
pre-capitalist societies. For example, Marx notes that Moses managed to establish new laws in
favor of virtue, justice and morality because he grounded the new principles on land ownership
(Marx 1983, 100). In other words, the answer to the question about the importance of forms of
communication regarding the social relations of production and social organization depends on the
division of labour and the overall mode of production overall.

In a second step/moment, Marx accepts that, communication and especially its ideational con-
tent are relatively separated from the relations of production, which are perceived to be class and
property relations, and placed within the superstructure. “In the social production of their life, men
enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of produc-
tion which correspond to a definite stage of development of their material productive forces. The
sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real
foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite
forms of social consciousness” (Marx and Engels 2001, 39).

Here, communication depends on and reflects what is taking place in the base, in class and
property relations. According to Marx and Engels: “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch
the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its
ruling intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at its disposal has
control at the same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking,
the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it” (Marx and Engels
1978a, 94). This view can be interpreted, in two ways.

a. In a more instrumental approach, where it is accepted that the means of communication belong
to those that own the means of production and thus use them “on purpose” to express their
views in order to gain profit from this business or/and justify and maintain social inequality. The
communication product (or text with semiotic terms) as merchandise, i.e. a product of commod-
ity production, which is bought for money and is intended to satisfy certain needs. As Marx
states: “beyond all commodity is an external object, something which with its attributes satisfies
human needs. The nature of these needs, no matter their origin, for example stomach or imag-
ination, does not change the nature of the work” (Marx and Engels 2001, 39 — 42; Marx 1979,
45). Marx and Engels also assert that those who own the means of production, also own the
means of communication, which they use in order to maintain political and ideological control
over society and preserve capitalist property and class relations. “The individuals composing
the ruling class possess among other things consciousness, and therefore think. Insofar, there-
fore, as they rule as a class and determine the extent and comp