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Abstract: In this paper, we propose a new ethnographic method for the study of produsage (Bruns 2008) in social 
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produsage as it takes place in Flickr, one of the largest photo-sharing communities on the Internet.  
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1. Web 2.0 and Critical Theory 
User-generated content (UGC) and Web 2.0 sites and services have unleashed a torrent of 
creativity, ingenuity, and generosity on the part of their participants, who daily post, comment, 
and update content on sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Flickr. On Web 2.0 environments 
a shift has occurred in how individuals communicate with one another through the sharing of 
thoughts, ideas, likes, and dislikes. The rising popularity of Web 2.0 sites and services is at 
the centre of this shift and also shows no signs of abating. Data from 2010 indicates that 
email is being substituted – at least in Canada – for Web 2.0 services (Moretti 2010). In the 
13−17 and 18−24 age groups, a total of 77% and 82%, respectively, are now using Facebook 
more than email. In these digital environments, ‘users’ become active participants, producing 
massive amounts of content free of the wage relation. What makes the study of unwaged 
immaterial labour, or what Bruns (2008) refers to as produsage, interesting is that ‘users,’ a 
complete misnomer, are willing to produce content at no cost to the owners of these domains 
at the same time as these sites generate massive profits. 

Bruns (2008) coined produsage in an attempt to differentiate between the industrial mode 
of production and the mode of ‘production’ responsible for the creation of digital content in 
Web 2.0 environments. According to Bruns (2008), the mode of produsage is “built on 
iterative, evolutionary development models in which often very large communities of 
participants make a number of usually very small, incremental changes to the established 
knowledge base, thereby enabling a gradual improvement in quality which – under the right 
conditions – an nonetheless outpace the speed of production development in the 
conventional, industrial model” (1). Various terms have been proposed to describe the nature 
and dynamics of this new form of work. Building on contributions made by Lazzarato (1996) in 
his coining of the term ‘immaterial labour’ and Hardt and Negri’s amplification of the concept 
in Empire (2000), Terranova offers the concept of “free labour” (2004) as a term meant to 
describe all of the unwaged immaterial labour undertaken by Internet ‘users.’ Immaterial 
labour 2.0 (Coté and Pybus 2007), and informational labour (Fuchs 2011) have also been 
introduced as new concepts to describe these changes. What these concepts emphasize is 
that the absence of the wage relation does not negate the productive capacities of Web 2.0 
‘users’ nor does it preclude the presence of an exploitative relation. Expanding on the 
groundbreaking work of Smythe (1977), critical theorists Cohen (2008) and Fuchs (2009, 
2011) argue that Web 2.0 sites and services are highly exploitative in that they profit from the 
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work of ‘users’ and do not offer a wage in return for this labour. In fact, the above authors 
rightly stress that the absence of a wage actually intensifies these exploitative relations.  

Part of the complexity of this situation and relationship is that we have yet to adequately 
grasp how the ‘users’ of Web 2.0 sites and services perceive their place in this socio-
economic system. The study of the mode of produsage and of the unwaged immaterial labour 
taking place therein, then, requires an appropriate set of methods through which workers’ 
perceptions and opinions might be uncovered. Such a method can serve as the starting point 
to increase produser awareness of how their contributions are part of a new relationship 
between owners and workers unique to social media environments, yet still based on the 
exploitation of labour prevalent in the industrial era. Current methodologies, however, do not 
do justice to the complex relations that exist between Web 2.0 produsers, the sense of 
community engendered by the mode of produsage, and the exploitative relations between 
these communities and the owners of the sites. Moreover, a new complexity emerges in the 
study of produsage through the intimate links that obtain between produsers and the artefacts 
they produse. Thus, this paper suggests that with each modification to the mode of 
production, there arises a need to develop new methodologies adapted to the particularities 
of these changed circumstances. The mode of produsage characteristic of Web 2.0 signals 
the need for such alterations. In turn and below, we detail the adaptations required to one 
research method of particular importance to critical communications scholars working within 
the Marxist tradition.  

We propose a new ethnographic method called “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” for the study of 
the mode of produsage taking place in social media contexts. The proposed method is based 
on Marx’s ‘A Workers’ Inquiry’, the thinking and methods of Italian autonomists, and recent 
critical theory of Web 2.0. To show the applicability and usefulness of the proposed method, 
in Section 2 of this paper we compare it to Marx’s method of “A Workers’ Inquiry”. Section 3 
demonstrates the alterations made by autonomists to Marx’s original method and discusses 
the links between this method and participatory action research (PAR). In Section 4, we 
explain the theoretical lineage that underlies the mode of produsage and address some of the 
criticisms of one of its central tenets. In Section 5, we analyse how the proposed method of “A 
Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” adapts Marx’s and the autonomists’ method to the Web 2.0 
environment. This section consists of a case study and a critical examination of the mode of 
produsage as it occurs on Flickr, one of the largest photo-sharing communities on the 
Internet. In Section 6, we suggest that the mode of produsage – and the central place of the 
produser within it – necessitates a re-consideration of the value – economic, personal, and 
social – of the product or artefact created through labour. Central to this section is a 
discussion of the close and often personal link between produsers and the artefacts, or 
content, they contribute to these sites. Section 7 compares the proposed method with other 
approaches and outlines its strengths and weaknesses. Finally, in Section 8, we conclude 
with a discussion of the value of employing the tenets outlined in a ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ to 
concerns regarding the mode of produsage, cyber capitalism, and the processes of 
monetizing produser-generated content. 

2. Marx’s “A Workers’ Inquiry” 
In 1880, Karl Marx published a list of one hundred and one questions in La Revue Socialiste. 
La Revue Socialiste was a publication that served the industrial proletariat of France in the 
late nineteenth century. Known as “A Workers’ Inquiry”, (1938/1880) the questions were 
divided into four untitled subsections that dealt with different facets of the labouring context in 
that era. The questions Marx asked to the workers were designed to assess the level of 
exploitation within the industrial factories of France and to make workers conscious of their 
own exploitation. In this way, ‘A Workers’ Inquiry’ was an attempt to obtain a holistic picture of 
the social, technical, and political dynamics occurring in the workplace (Wright 2002), so as to 
 

make the worker aware of his own predicament in capitalist society, to cut 
through the fog of illusions and habitual responses and fictions which prevent 
the worker from understanding his social world, and by thus making the 
worker conscious of his predicament giving him a chance to solve it 
(Burnham, Shachtman, and Spector 1938, 1). 
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By making the worker aware of his predicament, Marx’s questions were inherently political, 
drafted to rouse the anger of labourers, help the workers to realize the extent of their 
exploitation, and, as this realization grew, ultimately motivate them to take action.  

The editors of The New International, which republished Marx’s ‘A Workers’ Inquiry,’ argue 
that “[w]ith the changes in industrial production during the past half-century, certain of these 
questions in their given form have become archaic. But no one would find difficulty in 
modifying them in such a manner as to bring them up to date” (Burnham, Shachtman, and 
Spector 1938,  1). What the editors of The New International were signalling is not that the 
key tenets of the methodology were archaic, out-dated, or flawed, but rather that as the 
struggles between capital and labour change the form and content of our modes of 
production, our methods of study must change along with them. Hence, if our methodologies 
are to keep pace with the evident changes in the labour process, then they too must be 
adapted and updated so as to take into account these changed circumstances. In the mid-
1950s, Italian autonomists did just that and it is to the modifications they made to Marx’s ‘A 
Workers’ Inquiry’ that we now shift our focus. 

3. Autonomist Co-Research & Participatory Action Research 
Beginning in the 1950s, Italian autonomist Marxists1 had similar desires to that of Marx’s, but 
found themselves in distinctively different historical circumstances. While the mode and 
relations of production had changed significantly (see: Bologna 1980; Wright 2002; Negri 
1989), the need to speak with and consult workers so as to gain insight into the technical and 
political circumstances of the workplace remained a central concern for autonomists. 
Adapting their methods of gathering information regarding the level of exploitation in the 
factories of Italy and the consciousness of the workers toiling therein was therefore 
necessary. Taking a much more direct approach than Marx, autonomists infiltrated the 
industrial factories – sometimes even got jobs therein—and conducted their research 
alongside the workers and from within the factory itself. 

To adapt the existing methods to the new circumstances, autonomist Marxists developed 
co-research (Negri 2008, 162-163)2. Like “A Workers’ Inquiry”, the aim of co-research is to 
gather information about the conditions of workers through surveys, observations, and 
interviews, to create awareness in the workers themselves regarding their exploitation, and, 
by doing so, giving them the opportunity to do something about it. One of the key advantages 
of co-research is that it begins on the shop floor and is premised on the political organization 
and radicalization of the workers’ consciousness. By infiltrating the factories, speaking with 
workers directly, asking them questions through interviews, having them complete surveys, 
getting their impressions of their working conditions, observing worker behaviour first-hand, 
and, finally, trying to identify within it strategies or tactics that could be leveraged in the 
service of liberating the workers from the exploitation exacted upon them, autonomists were 
following in the tradition established by Marx’s “A Workers’ Inquiry”, but modified that tradition 
to suit the unique attributes of their time and place.  

Antonio Negri, one of the leading figures of autonomist Marxism, offers a succinct 
summation of the practice of co-research. His is one of the clearest treatments regarding the 
procedural aspects of the methodology and has the advantage of drawing parallels between 
co-research and Marx’s “A Workers’ Inquiry”, while at the same time acknowledging the 
differences between them: 

 
In terms of practice, ‘co-research’ simply meant using the method of inquiry 
as a means of identifying the workers’ levels of consciousness and 
awareness among workers of the processes in which they, as productive 
subjects, were engaged. So one would go into a factory, make contact with 
the workers, and, together, with them, conduct an inquiry into their conditions 
of work; here co-research obviously involves building a description of the 

                                                        
1 Autonomist Marxism is a branch of Marxist philosophy that emphasizes the priority, creativity, and initiative of 

labour in its relation to capital. While capital relies on labour as the source of profit, labour has the skill and 
knowledge to organize its productive activities free of the capitalist relation. It is, then, potentially autonomous. 
Nowhere is the potential autonomy of labour more evident than on the self-organized, self-managed, and self-
directed networks of Web 2.0 sites and services.  

2 For overviews of co-research, its contemporary uses, and the attempts to organize struggles against 
exploitation from a variety of perspectives see: Malo de Molina 2004a, 2004b; Situaciones Colectivo 2003; Precarias 
a la Derive 2004; Brophy 2006. 
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productive cycle and identifying each worker’s function within that cycle; but 
at the same time it also involves assessing the levels of exploitation which 
each of them undergoes. It also involves assessing the workers’ capacity for 
reaction – in other words, their awareness of their exploitation in the system 
of machinery and in relation to the structure of command. Thus, as the 
research moves forward, co-research builds possibilities for struggle in the 
factory (Negro 2008,162-163). 
 

One of the central parallels between Marx’s “A Workers’ Inquiry” and co-research is the 
concentration on the factory as the central site of study. Both methods focus on conducting 
research with individuals who work within the physical infrastructure of a factory in the hopes 
of making the conditions of their exploitation overt and, ultimately, leading toward changing 
these conditions. Marx contacted the workers via a publication distributed to the factories. By 
contrast, co-researchers went directly to the sites of production and infiltrated the factory in 
order to obtain information regarding the level of exploitation and the preparedness of the 
workers to struggle against it. Because large numbers of workers were concentrated in 
geographically specific locations – working en masse at regular and predictable hours, and on 
jobs that could be observed or described first hand – the factory was the obvious place to 
start any inquiry into labour relations.  

Co-research as practiced by autonomists closely resembles what has come to be known 
as participatory action research (PAR) or action research. Both methodologies emphasize the 
active role of the researcher and the individuals, groups, and communities that participate in 
the co-creation of actionable knowledge. One of the central differences, however, between 
the two is that co-research maintains its focus on the factory, while action research expands 
the scope of research locales into communities, schools, and clinics (Fals-Borda and Rahman 
1991; Barnsley and Ellis 1992). Similar to co-research, in action research, individuals in the 
community or institution under investigation are actively involved in establishing the goals and 
directions of the research, but are also involved throughout the entire research process – 
including the presentation of the findings and the implications of these for the community or 
group. Action research is often contrasted with other research approaches, where research 
participants are not engaged in all phases of the study and members of organizations and 
communities are viewed as passive (Whyte et al. 1990). Another similarity between co-
research and action research is that they both try to develop programs-based research 
findings acquired through direct interactions and conversations with individuals, groups, and 
institutions (Barnsley and Ellis 1992). Similar to co-research, the objectives of action research 
“go beyond the creation of knowledge. The literature emphasizes that PAR includes an 
educative function which raises the consciousness of its participants and a plan for action to 
improve the quality of their lives” (Cassano and Dunlop 2005). Both co-research and action 
research are methods that recognize the importance of applying unique approaches to unique 
contexts so as to gain new insight and formulate relevant conclusions and actionable 
strategies (Whyte 1990). It is the problems presented by the contemporary labouring context 
that force us to once again change our strategies. “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” draws inspiration 
from the above methodological lineages, but is focused on a unique productive locale. We 
discuss next how changes to the nature of labour itself and the locales where labour takes 
place impact where and how an inquiry into the social and political dynamics of a relatively 
new labouring context might occur. These changes are conceptualized under the heading of 
immaterial labour and the mode of produsage.  

4. Immaterial Labour, the Mode of Produsage, and the Role of the 
Produser 

Similar to, yet fundamentally different from, the owners of industrial factories, the owners of 
Web 2.0 sites and services also depend on legions of workers to produce the outputs that get 
turned into profit for them and their shareholders. There exist, however, significant differences 
between these two exploitative relationships. The differences are best explained by recourse 
to a better understanding of the concept of immaterial labour (Lazzarato 1996) and what 
Bruns (2008) calls the mode of produsage. In what follows, then, we discuss the concept of 
immaterial labour, its critiques, and its relation to the mode of produsage. This theoretical 
lineage informs the proposed methodology of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” by placing an 
emphasis on the nature of the artefacts produced/prodused, the close and personal 
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interrelationship between workers and these artefacts, and the conspicuous absence of the 
wage relation within the mode of produsage. 

4.1. Immaterial Labour 

Immaterial labour is a concept coined by Maurizio Lazzarato (1996) in an attempt to describe 
the changes in the nature of labour that were taking place at the end of the twentieth and 
beginning of the twenty-first century. For him, immaterial labour is split into two different kinds 
of labour related to, but distinct from, industrial production. Lazzarato identifies as the defining 
characteristics of his concept on the one hand, the labour that produces the informational 
content of a commodity and on the other, the labour that produces the cultural content of the 
commodity. These two types of labour result in no physical or tangible end product, but rather 
create the language, symbols, images, and ideas that adhere to commodities (Lazzarato 
1996). For instance, producing the informational content of a commodity refers to the 
activities that are needed to explain the functioning, purpose, and/or legalities of a particular 
product. The Terms of Service (TOS) for one of the popular social networking sites (SNSs)3, 
or one of the dense and multilingual instruction booklets that accompany any digital gadget 
sold on the market, are good examples of the labour required to produce the informational 
content of a commodity. The labour required to produce the cultural content of a commodity is 
described by Lazzarato as “the kinds of activities involved in defining and fixing cultural and 
artistic standards, fashions, tastes, consumer norms, and, more strategically, public opinion” 
(Lazzarato 1996, 133). This work is done primarily by advertising agencies, public relations 
firms, institutions of the mass media, and all of the photographers, copy and film editors, 
technicians, engineers, etc. that support this kind of cultural production. In Empire (2000), 
Hardt and Negri expand upon Lazzarato’s initial formulation of the theory of immaterial labour 
by adding “a third type of immaterial labour [that] involves the production and manipulation of 
affect and requires (virtual or actual) human contact, labour in the bodily mode” (Hardt and 
Negri 2000, 293). This form of immaterial labour is characteristic of those persons working in 
the service industries where producing a sense of satisfaction, a feeling of well-being, 
contentment, or frustration are the primary outcomes of one’s labour.  

Despite the importance of the concept in its description of a relatively new mode of 
production, from the beginning, the theory of immaterial labour has been wrought by 
controversy and debate. The major point of contention regarding the concept of immaterial 
labour revolves around the qualifier “immaterial”. These criticisms mainly address two 
shortcomings of the theory as put forth by Lazzarato and amended by Hardt and Negri. The 
first is that the labour that produces the informational, cultural, and affective content of a 
commodity still requires the application of material body and mind to the tasks at hand. 
Immaterial labour, then, necessarily contains within it a material essence and this materiality 
requires more attention than the above authors have devoted to it. The second major criticism 
has to do with Hardt and Negri’s (2004) characterization of immaterial labour as hegemonic in 
the contemporary era. That is, according to Hardt and Negri immaterial labour “has become 
hegemonic in qualitative terms [in that it] has imposed a tendency on other forms of labour 
and society itself. Immaterial labour, in other words, is today in the same position that 
industrial labour was 150 years ago” (Hardt and Negri 2004, 109; emphasis in the original).  

In the above explanation, Hardt and Negri attempt to qualify their use of immaterial labour 
by defending it against the critiques that claim it all too quickly elides the persistence of 
material forms of industrial production, especially those pushed to areas of the ‘global south.’ 
In response to these criticisms, the authors argue that  

 
This does not mean that there is no more industrial working class whose 
calloused hands toil with machines or that there are no more agricultural 
workers who till the soil. It does not even mean that the numbers of such 
workers has decreased globally. What it means, rather, is that the qualities 
and characteristics of immaterial production are tending to transform the 
other forms of labour and indeed society as a whole (Hardt and Negri 2004, 
65). 

                                                        
3 The extent of the work needed to create the informational content of an immaterial commodity is exemplified by 

Facebook’s privacy rules, which have been critiqued because of their length being comparable to that of the United 
States Constitution. Navigating the complexity of these rules and regulations is not made easier by Facebook’s “Help 
Center”, which is meant to assist members, in that it has more than 45,000 ‘explanatory’ words (Privacy 
Commissioner of Canada 2009).  
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While these debates rage on, there is no doubt that Lazzarato and Hardt and Negri have 
identified a number of core characteristics representative of a relatively new labouring context 
that is having an increasing impact on the working lives of many individuals.4 While admittedly 
problematic, the concept of immaterial labour does go a long way in explicating some of the 
more consequential changes to have taken place in the nature and form of labour for large 
numbers of workers around the world. These changes should not be considered in isolation, 
but need to be thought of in their relationship to the industrial mode of production (Castells 
and Hall 1994). This necessitates that we further explore and continue to question the 
meaning of the concept and examine more carefully how it is related not only to industrialized 
labour, but also to its unwaged variant known succinctly as produsage.  

4.2. The Mode of Produsage, The Produser and The Wage Relation 

Drawing inspiration from the work of Toffler (1981) and his concept of the prosumer, Bruns 
grasps the unique position of the misnomic ‘user’ and the work that s/he does on Web 2.0 
sites and services via his hybrid concepts of the Prod-User and Prod-Usage. According to 
Bruns (2008),  

 
Produsers engage not in a traditional form of content production, but are 
instead involved in produsage – the collaborative and continuous building 
and extending of existing content in pursuit of further improvement. 
Participants in such activities are not producers in a conventional, industrial 
sense, as that term implies a distinction between producers and consumers 
which no longer exists; the artefacts of their work are not products existing as 
discrete, complete packages …; and their activities are not a form of 
production because they proceed based on a set of preconditions and 
principles that are markedly at odds with the conventional industrial model 
(Bruns 2008, 21). 

 
By leveraging the “techno-social affordances” (Bruns 2008, 19) of distributed networks, the 
mode of produsage and the produsers responsible for the evident efficiencies made possible 
by these affordances, do not require, nor want, a boss to scientifically manage their labour 
(Taylor 1915), organize their activities from above, or hand down orders from on high. This 
capricious and fickle labour force shows up to ‘work’ when they want, they concentrate their 
energies on what they want, work with whom they want, and can walk away from these tasks 
at any time they see fit. Through these terminological innovations, Bruns emphasizes the 
produser’s active and creative role in the creation and generation of digital artefacts. ‘Artefact’ 
is the term used by Bruns to describe the dynamic and iterative nature of digital creations in 
the contemporary era. This term better emphasizes the ephemeral and inherently dynamic 
qualities of digital creations than does ‘end-product.’ Bruns’ concepts of produser, produsage, 
and the artefact are adopted herein because they emphasize the active and creative nature of 
the work done by content generators on Web 2.0 sites and services. This kind of work is 
fundamentally different than that done by industrial labourers, but, as is detailed below, there 
is a common feature that weaves them together.  

The owners and shareholders of industrial manufacturing facilities exploit their workers by 
offering them a disproportionally low wage in exchange for their labour power and time. By 
paying a wage lower than the amount of capital it generates, the capitalist enterprise extracts 
a profit from the labour force. It is these profits and, reciprocally, the exploitative relationship 
that underlies them, which are the lifeblood of capitalist enterprises. Profitable Web 2.0 sites 
and services operate via recourse to a similar logic. They too are heavily reliant on a 
workforce to produse the artefacts (including content and site development) that draw a mass 
audience to the site and, in turn, make a profit. However, these individuals are not offered a 
wage in return for their labour power and time. This business model depends on selling 
advertising space to advertisers that are purchasing the ability to ply their wares to a 
consistent and quantifiable number of eyeballs. Via the concept of the audience commodity, 
Smythe (1977) filled in the so-called Blind Spot of Western Marxism by arguing that the 

                                                        
4 Recent reports in the media on working conditions at electronics manufacturing facilities in Asia and Latin 

America highlight the close interplay between immaterial and material labour (Duhigg and Barboza 2012) as well as 
the political potentials that continue to exist within these industrialized domains.  
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straightforward “answer to the question – What is the commodity form of mass-produced, 
advertiser-supported communications under monopoly capitalism? – is audiences and 
readerships” (2). While this business model has undergone significant changes in the past 
few years, according to Fuchs (2011) and Cohen (2008), its core characteristics are easily 
identifiable in the Web 2.0 era. Moreover, the exploitative relationship between owners and 
workers typical of the industrial mode of production is intensified within the immaterial mode 
of produsage as a result of the absence of the wage relation. However, what makes this 
relationship more complex is the quasi-voluntary nature of the engagement in the exploitative 
relation. On the face of it, participating on social networks is a voluntary act that one enters 
into without being compelled by force. When the unique attributes of the contemporary 
communicative environment are taken into consideration, however, characterizing 
participation as voluntary becomes less convincing. Social networking sites and services 
have centralized the means of online communication to the extent that not participating in 
them runs the risk of missing important information and potentially feeling disconnected from 
certain social groups (Raynes-Goldie 2010). Individuals are compelled, then, to participate on 
these sites and services at the risk of decreasing their social capital (Ellison, Steinfield, and 
Lampe 2007), thus making the voluntary nature of them an illusion.  

According to Fuchs and Cohen, when compared to the industrial mode of production, the 
mode of produsage should be considered hyper-exploitative because it does not even offer its 
legions of workers a wage in exchange for their labour power and time. The exploitation of 
this workforce is made palpable when the surplus value generated by produsers is 
considered. In 2005, Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp purchased then popular MySpace for 
$580 million (Brook 2005). Six years later and in response to a rapid decrease in 
membership, News Corp sold MySpace at a considerable loss for $35 million (Stelter 2011) – 
a telling indicator of the value generated by the Web 2.0 audience commodity. In the spring of 
2011, LinkedIn, a professional social networking site, went public and netted its owners and 
investors a combined $8.8 billion (Levy and Spears 2011). Twitter, a micro-blogging service, 
is estimated to be worth roughly $7.7 billion by secondary markets (Reuters 2011). And 
finally, Facebook’s rumoured initial public offering (IPO) in the spring of 2012 is reportedly 
valued at nearly $100 billion (Bilton and Rusli 2012; Cellan-Jones 2012). Clearly, the Web 2.0 
‘audience commodity’ is in high demand. The above valuations are based on the vast stores 
of information prodused by produsers regarding their tastes, likes, predilections, habits, 
hobbies, and interests stored within these sites and services. All of this personal information 
results in a highly refined audience commodity. In turn, these sites sell this commodity to 
advertisers seeking a better return on their investment by micro-marketing their products or 
services to niches of eyes, ears, and minds that have shown previous interest in the products 
or services on offer. The pivotal role of the produser in this relationship is emphasized by 
Fuchs (2011) when he asks us to consider “what would happen if [produsers] would stop 
using platforms like YouTube, MySpace, and Facebook: the number of [prod-]users would 
drop, advertisers would stop investments because no objects for their advertising messages 
and therefore no potential customers for their products could be found, the profits of the new 
media corporations would drop, and they would go bankrupt” (Fuchs 2011, 298). Additionally, 
expanding the scope of this analysis to the World Wide Web (WWW) by focusing on Google 
and the commodities prodused by Google ‘users,’ Fuchs (2012) argues “Google exploits 
Google users and WWW content producers because their work that serves Google’s capital 
accumulation is fully unpaid” (Fuchs 2012, 44). Thus, when produsers begin generating 
content and, by doing so, generating value for the site, “in terms of Marxian class theory, this 
means that they also produce surplus value and are exploited by capital as for Marx 
productive labour is labour generating surplus” (Fuchs 2009, 30; see also: Cohen 2008; 
Kleiner and Wyrick 2007). Based on the work of Smythe and according to political economists 
of Web 2.0 and social media, the relationship between Web 2.0 owner and produser is, 
therefore, hyper-exploitative because it does not even offer the “user” a wage in exchange for 
their pivotally important work.  

There is nascent evidence that this hyper-exploitative relationship is causing produsers to 
organize struggles against it. The frequent uproars occurring on social networking sites 
regarding the violation of one’s privacy have time and again resulted in controversy, but these 
controversies are more often than not understood as having to do with the violation of one’s 
privacy on social networks that are essentially public. The near-exclusive focus on the 
violation of one’s privacy as the cause of these uproars is a mischaracterization and a 
mistake. A better understanding of these instances of produser uproar is provided by Brown 
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(forthcoming) when he argues that privacy and social networks are conceptually oxymoronic 
in that adherence to the principles of the former would render pointless the primary purposes 
of the latter. Therefore, the frequent occurrences of produser uproar regarding the violation of 
one’s privacy on networks that are eminently social are better understood as instances of 
struggle against the exploitation of the highly personal artefacts prodused by and through the 
mode of produsage. Undergirding this characterization of these uproars are a long lineage of 
struggles fought by other unwaged, yet highly productive, groups of individuals such as 
female domestic labourers (Dalla Costa and James 1973; Huws 2003) and students (Wright 
2002; Touraine 1971).  

As Bruns (2008) notes above, the social and political dynamics of the mode of produsage 
are fundamentally different than the industrial factories that Marx and the autonomists 
concerned themselves with. Moreover, they are also different from the social and political 
dynamics of domestic labour as well as that of student labour. While exploitation remains an 
important and salient feature of the mode of production/produsage, the relationships between 
owner and worker and between workers themselves are fundamentally different in the Web 
2.0 era than they were in the industrial era. These differences require that we once again 
modify our methodologies so as to better understand the unique social and political dynamics 
of the mode of produsage. While Marx’s and the autonomists’ goal of creating awareness and 
also rousing the ire of workers so as to enable them to put a stop to the exploitative 
circumstances they found themselves in remains a goal of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0”, the 
context within which this research takes place as well as the context from which the 
researcher conducts his/her research have changed substantially. The idiosyncrasies of the 
mode of produsage characteristic of sites like Flickr force us to approach the procedural 
elements of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” with caution and care. These idiosyncrasies must be 
considered when attempting to undertake a research project inspired by Marx’s and the 
autonomists’ methodological lineage. What follows, then, is our attempt to rethink these 
methods in light of the unique nature of Web 2.0.   

In order to do so, three distinctive characteristics specific to the mode of produsage and its 
relationship to contemporary academic research need to be taken into consideration. The first 
characteristic of produsage that needs to be addressed in its relation to “A Workers’ Inquiry” 
and co-research is the lack of a distinct, physical, and consistent location from which to recruit 
potential research subjects. The second characteristic addresses the challenges of subjecting 
an informal, casual, and leisurely domain such as any number of Web 2.0 sites and services 
to the formalities and rigid protocols required of academic research on human subjects. 
Reconciling the highly formal procedural requirements of ethical research boards at 
universities with the highly informal communicative norms and cultural practices characteristic 
of Web 2.0 sites and services necessitates a unique approach. The means and method by 
which these incongruities were successfully negotiated are addressed below in prong one of 
“A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0”. The third characteristic, addressed below in prong two of “A 
Workers’ Inquiry 2.0”, has to do with the nature of the artefacts prodused through the mode of 
produsage. The pivotal role occupied by the produser in the design, functionality, and 
evolution of these artefacts necessitates further methodological adaptation. It is to the details 
of these adaptations that we now focus our attention.  

5. A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0: Prong One — Factory Flickr 
We discuss in this section the key tenets of ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ and show its applicability 
to the study of the mode of produsage taking place in social media contexts. We examine the 
unique challenges of Web 2.0 inquiry and employ a case study and a critical examination of 
the mode of produsage as it occurs on Flickr to illustrate how the proposed method functions 
in the field. 

5.1. Location of Contact with Research Participants 

The first characteristic of produsage that needs to be addressed in its relation to “A Workers’ 
Inquiry” and co-research is the lack of a distinct, physical, and consistent location and time 
from which to recruit potential research subjects. Similar to Marx’s and the autonomists’ goal 
of gaining insight into how power relationships circulate throughout the industrial mode of 
production, in the Web 2.0 era, the need to get a sense of the social and political power 
relationships that underlie the mode of produsage remains undiminished. However, with no 
central and consistent geographic location acting as a primary meeting place from which to 
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conduct the research, communicating and engaging with produsers in a similar fashion to 
Marx and the autonomists is more complex than simply turning up at the factory gates. The 
openness, highly social, and communicative qualities of Web 2.0 sites and services, though, 
make the lack of a consistent physical location to contact research participants less of a 
problem than it appears to be.  

The Internet Protocol (IP) address of these sites (i.e., www.flickr.com) resembles the street 
address of the factories where Marx and the autonomists contacted workers. The IP address 
is the virtual, yet centralized, meeting place where the produsers responsible for building and 
maintaining these sites and services assemble. While workers in the industrial era had 
predefined and predictable work hours, Web 2.0 sites and services consist of a fluid and 
loosely-connected network of produsers. In the example of Flickr, it is within this space that 
the work of coding the software via Flickr’s open application programming interface (API), 
sharing photographs, participating in groups, chatting with friends, and commenting on others’ 
images takes place. Vital to the virtual infrastructure of Factory Flickr are communicative 
channels that not only encourage, but also make natural the inclination to share one’s 
thoughts, ideas, and opinions with other community members. Via internal messaging 
systems, such as FlickrMail or discussion forums, members chat about whatever it is they 
deem to be important, thought provoking, or exciting at that particular moment in time.  

Communication amongst Flickr members, then, is the social bedrock of the website. 
Predictably, the topics, focus, and concentration of the publicly accessible forums are as 
diverse as the interests and aptitudes of their members. Ranging from mundane discussions 
regarding photographic technique to well considered thoughts on the social, cultural, and 
political impact of digital photography, one thing is certain, for a website dedicated to sharing 
photographs, Flickr is replete with chatter and banter. “Finding” some Flickr members and 
getting them to talk about photographs, photography, and the various aspects or dimensions 
of them is not a problem. Finding all of them, however, is a challenge and it is to this 
challenge that portions of Section 7 of this paper are focused. Conducting this kind of inquiry 
as an academic investigation, all the while adhering to the ethical protocols, standards, and 
formalities of this type of research is also challenging and a different matter entirely. 

In sum, this first attribute of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” emulates one of the primary 
methodological features of the research conducted by Marx and the autonomists. Speaking to 
and with those responsible for produsing the ever-evolving artefacts on Flickr is an 
irreplaceable element in trying to assess and to dissect the social and political dynamics of 
Factory Flickr. The opinions, thoughts, impressions, ideas, and feelings of these individuals 
remain a pivotal ingredient in trying to understand the social and political dynamics of these 
domains at the same time as trying to grasp the subjective dimensions of the produsers 
working within them. The idiosyncrasies of the mode of produsage combined with the ethical 
requirements of non-medical research on human subjects, however, require a level of 
planning, strategizing, and understanding that Marx and the autonomists were never forced to 
consider. 

5.2. Codes of Research Ethics and Social Norms of Web 2.0 Sites 

The second central characteristic has to do with modifying one’s methodology so that it 
remains congruent with the idiosyncrasies of the environment from which research 
participants are recruited. We suggest the following four steps as a good strategy for 
recruitment: 1) engage the community in discussion about the topic of interest; 2) approach a 
select group of participants for more in-depth data collection; 3) obtain informed consent for 
the interviews, and 4) determine the time and media over which the interview will take place. 
The goal of this recruitment process is to be inclusive so as to recruit as many respondents 
as possible, all the while leveraging the communicative advantages of Web 2.0 sites to its 
benefit. It should be noted that the method described below was developed for Flickr in 
particular but can be easily adapted to other Web 2.0 domains where produsage occurs as 
well.  

One of the foremost challenges encountered when conducting research on human 
subjects online is the successful recruitment and retention of research subjects. This is an 
especially tricky process when Web 2.0 environments are the spaces upon and within which 
the research is conducted. Web 2.0 sites and services each have their own unique patterns of 
normalized behaviour that have developed over time and which characterize the quotidian 
behaviours of their membership. To obtain a better understanding of Flickr’s unwritten norms 



 tripleC 10(2): 488-508, 2012 

CC: Creative Commons License, 2012 

497 

and standards was, in fact, the primary purpose of the research project to which this method 
applies5.  

Similar to Marx’s method, “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” asks produsers a list of questions in the 
hope of gaining insight into their thoughts, feelings, and consciousness regarding their place 
in the mode of produsage. At the same time and once again similar to Marx’s method, this 
methodology aims to increase the awareness of produsers regarding their own exploitation. 
As well, much like the process of co-research where researchers would enter the industrial 
factory, sometimes get a job there, and conduct their research alongside the workers 
labouring therein, “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” also encourages the researcher to become a 
member of the Web 2.0 site within which the research is taking place. This is advantageous 
because previous involvement in these domains increases familiarity with the unwritten 
behavioural norms that characterize them, greatly aiding in recruitment of research 
participants6. However, this element of the methodology raises another important ethical 
consideration that has to be managed with care. As a result of being both a community 
member and a researcher at the same time, the scholar/community member must negotiate 
these roles judiciously. The reason being that, if handled awkwardly, the trust of other 
community members in the scholar might be broken and along with it their willingness to 
further participate in the research.  

Each and every step in designing the methodology and executing the research, therefore, 
needs to respect the idiosyncratic norms of the particular space if it is to be successful. The 
initial point of contact is, in this way, ultimately important. If one’s initial message and 
approach is ill fitting, too blunt, or awkward in any way, the thousands upon thousands of 
potential research participants that populate Web 2.0 sites and services very quickly falls to 
none. For this particular design, the first step was to recruit research participants from three 
different groups on Flickr by posting a provocative question to their group discussion forums. 
The three groups used as sources for the recruitment of research participants were: Flickr 
Central, Flickr API, and Utata. All three of the chosen groups are designated as “Public – 
Anyone can join”. Importantly, the vast majority of the groups on Flickr are created, 
administered, organized, and managed by members. They have their own self-authored 
guidelines that explain what the group is about, what it focuses on, and what one can expect 
if one were to join it. These guidelines were important elements in selecting the groups as 
potential sources of research participants because they describe the purpose of the group 
and by doing so allow the researcher a glimpse, albeit an obstructed one, into the norms of 
the group in question.  

In the subject line of the initial message, a very simple, straightforward, yet suggestive 
question was asked: “Is Flickr Work?” In the body of the accompanying message, the 
purposes of the project, the researcher’s identity, his institutional affiliation, and the broader 
contexts of the question were detailed. The provocative nature of the question, as well as the 
ensuing description, elicited a large number of responses from the members of two of the 
three chosen groups.7 The group that did not respond very well to the initial message is telling 
of the importance of crafting this initial message so that it adheres to the norms of the group. 
This is one of the weaknesses of the present methodology and will be addressed more 
substantively in Section 7 of this article.  

The other two groups were better suited to the contemplative nature of the original 
question and responded to it well. Flickr Central and Utata are both public groups within Flickr 
that address a plethora of topics, ideas, issues, and elements regarding digital photography 
and photo-sharing. Their members responded quickly, enthusiastically, and comprehensively 
to the research question. As with all discussion threads, however, there is a point in time 
when the conversation runs its course and members move on to different threads so as to 
think through different ideas and issues. This is the moment when the second step of 
recruiting research participants should take place. From our experience within these virtual 

                                                        
5 The research project for which the ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ was originally developed was designed to answer 

the following question: If, as Hardt and Negri claim (2004, 66), waged immaterial labour is biopolitcal, then what are 
the biopolitics of unwaged immaterial labour or produsage? Following the example set by Marx and the autonomists, 
the best way to evaluate the biopolitics of this environment is to try and understand the relationships of power that 
influence the ways in which individuals act and react within it.   

6 In this particular instance, the lead author of this article had been a member of Flickr for five years before 
initiation of the research project. 

7 In the FlickrCentral group there was a total of forty-four unique respondents and one-hundred-and-one 
messages. In Flickr API there was a total of three respondents and three total messages and in Utata there were 
thirty-five individual respondents and forty-four total messages.   
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and ever-shifting environments, it is important not to delay sending follow-up requests for 
interviews because doing so adversely impacts the readiness of potential research subjects 
to participate further in the project.  

Like many social networks, Flickr has an internal email/messaging system called FlickrMail 
that allows members to contact each other via a more private form of communication than the 
group chat forums8. Very soon after the threaded discussion ran its course, a private 
message was sent via FlickrMail to all those persons that responded to the thread. In this 
private email, they were asked if they were willing to have a more in-depth conversation 
regarding whether or not the time they spent on Flickr can or should be considered a form of 
labour and if they ever felt it to be exploitative.  

The third step consists of obtaining informed consent, which can be cumbersome in the 
context of Web 2.0. Importantly, and somewhat frustratingly, FlickrMail does not allow one to 
attach files or documents to messages sent to other members making the procedural 
requirements of ethical research more involved and complicated than they would have been 
otherwise. The delivery and return of a Letter of Informed Consent that details the purposes 
of the research, the obligations of the researcher, and the rights of the research subject is an 
important element to any ethical research. It is also, however, an obstacle that disrupts the 
casual, informal, and natural flow of communication on Web 2.0 sites and services in such a 
way that threatens the continuing participation of research participants. This is especially the 
case when the delivery and receipt of such a document is pushed beyond the immediate site 
of research. The inherently informal, casual, and relaxed norms and mores of Web 2.0 
discussion forums – where punctuation, grammar, and sentence structure are often ignored – 
stand in opposition to the formal and often temporally taxing nature of ethical protocols. There 
exists a tension between these formal documents and the casual and informal communicative 
norms associated with Flickr and other Web 2.0 sites and services. It is this tension that 
threatens the success of conducting research of the sort proposed by “A Workers’ Inquiry 
2.0”.  

After a Flickr member agreed to participate in the research project, a second message 
was sent via FlickrMail asking them for an email address where a Letter of Informed Consent 
might be delivered. When, and if, this email address was received the Letter of Informed 
Consent was attached to a message and sent to the given address. This step is particularly 
sensitive because participants are asked to provide contact information outside of Flickr. 
Considering that participants may use pseudonyms, aliases, or other nicknames to protect 
their identity (Raynes-Goldie 2010), it is important to consider that participants may drop out 
of the study at this point. Upon its return, a third message was drafted and a convenient time 
and medium over which to conduct semi-structured, open-ended interviews was scheduled.9  

Conducting the interviews, then, is the fourth and final step in the first prong of “A Workers’ 
Inquiry 2.0”. Following the suggestion of the editors of The New International which 
republished Marx’s “A Workers’ Inquiry” in 1938, these open-ended, semi-structured 
interviews were inspired by Marx’s technique, questions, and goals, yet were adjusted and 
modified so as to reflect the idiosyncrasies of the mode of produsage characteristic of Flickr 
and Web 2.0. Interviews varied in length, lasting on average less than an hour and addressed 
a host of issues all involving the ways in which the Flickr member thought and felt about the 
time, effort, and energy they expended on the site, their consciousness regarding the 
exploitation of their labour time and power, and, similar to Marx and the autonomists, their 
preparedness to do something about that exploitation.10 As the above steps have detailed, 
the first prong of ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ emulates the methods used by Marx and the 
autonomists but modifies and adapts their procedures so as to bring them into the 
contemporary era. Focusing exclusively on the experiences, impressions, and affects of 
produsers, however, fails to acknowledge one of the most important pieces of information that 
reflects the members’ subjectivity and consciousness. It is to this, or, rather, these artefacts 
that we now turn our attentions.  

                                                        
8 When one signs up for a Flickr account, one is automatically given a FlickrMail account as well. 
9 In an attempt to accommodate as many research subjects as possible, it is advisable that each interviewee be 

given the option of conducting the interview via the media of their choice. In this case telephone, Voice-Over-Internet-
Protocol, instant messaging, or email were all used by the researcher to communicate with research subjects.  

10The results of this research project are too involved to adequately address in the available space and are 
oblique to the central purposes of this paper. They are, however, dealt with briefly in what follows and in much more 
detail separately and elsewhere (Brown 2012). 
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6. A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0: Prong Two — A New Object of Study 
Similar to other Web 2.0 sites and services that leverage the unwaged labour of members, 
nearly all of the labour required to produse Flickr is self-managed, self-organized, self-
motivated, and, because of this, fundamentally different from the mode of industrial 
production that Marx and the autonomists were researching. From the perspective of 
business consultants, Tapscott and Williams appreciate the monumental changes that the 
mode of produsage responsible for Flickr evinces. They comment, 

  
Flickr provides the basic technology platform and free hosting for photos … Users do 
everything else. For example, users add all of the content (the photos and captions). 
They create their own self-organizing classification system for the site … They even 
build most of the applications that members use to access, upload, manipulate, and 
share their content (Tapscott and Williams 2006, 38; emphasis added).  

 
Echoing the undercurrent of amazement identifiable in Tapscott and Williams’ assessment of 
the mode of produsage, Caterina Fake, co-founder and former owner of Flickr, argues,   

 
the thing that really makes Flickr Flickr is that the users invent what Flickr is. … 
[L]ike us, outside developers could build new features and give Flickr new 
capabilities. In fact, we used the same API as the outside developers, meaning 
that they had all the same capabilities we had. We hoped that people would 
build things that we didn’t have the time or resources to build – like an uploader 
for Linux or plug-ins for desktop management software and blogging services – 
and they did. But we also hoped that they would build things that we hadn’t 
thought of – and they definitely did that too (Tapscott and Williams 2006, xi; 
emphasis added).  

 
And finally, from the perspective of a Yahoo! executive involved in the purchase of Flickr in 
2005 for an estimated US$30 million (Schonfeld, 2005), Bradley Horowitz gushes, “With less 
than 10 people on the payroll, they had millions of users generating content, millions of users 
organizing that content for them, tens of thousands of users distributing that across the 
Internet, and thousands of people not on the payroll actually building this thing, … That’s a 
neat trick” (Levy 2006). A neat trick indeed, but one predicated on the exploitation of an 
unwaged workforce that spans the globe. According to Fuchs, “this situation is one of infinite 
over-exploitation … [or] an extreme form of exploitation” (Fuchs 2011, 298). It is for this very 
reason that Flickr’s produsers were consulted via the methodological foundations provided by 
Marx and the autonomists. The pivotal place occupied by the produser in the mode of 
produsage, however, also forces us to reconsider an element that Marx and the autonomists 
had no reason to contemplate with their investigations of the industrial mode of production.   

By “Harnessing the Collective Intelligence” of its membership and by “Treating Users as 
Co-Developers” (O'Reilly 2005), the owners and administrators of Flickr were more than 
willing to relinquish their control over the process of developing their photo-sharing utility and 
let their members do the majority of the heavy lifting required to test, debug, develop new 
applications, code software, and, of course, upload photographs. As the quotes above 
suggest, the labour of produsers was (and continues to be) instrumental in the construction 
and creation of the website. Rather than trying to predict what their members wanted out of 
the website and devoting scarce temporal and financial resources to untested ends, the 
owners of Flickr released the source code to the developer community and by doing so 
enlisted them to hack and code Flickr into existence. They also granted their members a 
great deal of autonomy and latitude to build and grow the site in whatever way they saw fit. 
Additionally, the owners of Flickr actively encouraged their produsers to communicate with 
them via discussion forums and, in paying close attention to what their members were saying, 
many of the suggestions made by produsers were incorporated into the design and 
functionality of Flickr by its paid staff. According to one of Flickr’s paid software developers, 
Eric Costello divulges that “User feedback … drove a lot of the decisions about features. We 
had user forums very early on and people told us what they wanted. … We do look at 
numbers, but really we just keep our ears open. We listen to what people say to us on our 
forums” (Garrett and Costello 2005, 11-24). Hence, Flickr developed in the way it did not 
because of a corporate hierarchy dictating to wage labourers what was going to be built and 
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scientifically managing the exact manner in which they were going to build it. Rather, by 
reversing the direction of this command and control structure, the owners and administrators 
of the site took a very hands-off approach and allowed produsers to build Flickr in their own 
image.  

In short, then, Flickr is a reflection of the subjective wants, needs, desires, and labour of its 
membership more than it is that of its owners and administrators. While Marx and the 
autonomists considered the end products produced by industrial labourers as important 
ingredients in the overall mode of production, they never thought of them as a source of 
insight or knowledge regarding the social and political dynamics of the workplace or as a 
reflection of the subjective consciousnesses of those that produced them. For Marx or the 
autonomists, the end products, whether coal, cars, or typewriters, held no interpretive or 
hermeneutic value regarding the subjectivities of workers. As Flickr’s developmental history 
indicates, however, the irreplaceable position, contribution, and place of the produsers’ 
subjectivity in the design, functionality, and content stored on the website, indicates that 
continuing inattention to the artefacts of produsage is a mistake. Ignoring these artefacts 
omits from consideration valuable information regarding the social and political dynamics of 
the mode of produsage and the subjective dispositions of those produsers responsible for 
building Flickr.  

We must, therefore, consider these ever-developing artefacts as important indices of the 
social and political dynamics of the workplace and of the workers’ subjectivity, 
predispositions, inclinations, and consciousness. Marx and the autonomists rightfully ignored 
this dimension of the end products of industrial labour in their studies. Because the scientific 
management of an industrial workforce alienates and divorces the workers’ head from the 
products of his/her hands, the links between the subjectivity of the worker and the end 
product were non-existent. Under these conditions, there was no justifiable reason for Marx or 
the autonomists to examine these end products with any hope of gaining further insight into 
the subjectivities of those persons following orders and doing the work of assembling them. 
The labour of generating the raw content for Flickr – of capturing, uploading, indexing, and 
annotating the billions of images found therein, of coding new applications and software, and 
of providing a constant stream of input, feedback, and direction – grants Flickr’s membership 
much more agency in the overall structure and feeling of the website.  

In sum, the history of the development of Flickr, much like many Web 2.0 sites and 
services, was not driven, directed, or scientifically managed in an hierarchical, top-down 
fashion by the owners or managers of the website. Rather, as the one-time owner of Flickr 
acknowledged above, the members and produsers of Flickr – their whimsical wants, 
idiosyncratic desires, playful hacks and remixes, their enthusiasm, but most of all their self-
managed, self-organized, and autonomous labour – made Flickr what Flickr is. This photo-
sharing social network is and would be nothing without the direction, guidance, and unwaged 
labour of its membership. Unlike the tedious, monotonous, and highly repetitive industrial 
production process where workers have no control over what gets built, when it gets built, 
how it is built, what these products are meant to do, and whose needs they satisfy, the mode 
of produsage responsible for produsing Flickr is diametrically different. It is this difference that 
confers upon the prodused artefacts a particularly important hermeneutic value.  

One way of approaching this new object of study would be to examine the structure, 
dynamics, and motivational instruments used by particular groups within Flickr that have been 
successful in eliciting enthusiastic participation. Utata, for instance, one of the groups on 
Flickr used as a source of research participants for this project, is an excellent example. With 
a few simple guidelines and a request that members be polite, the self-organized and self-
motivated unwaged administrators of the group have managed to produse a vibrant and 
committed community built around the sharing of photographs, thoughts, and ideas. Utata 
has over twenty thousand members and more than three hundred and seventy-five thousand 
images uploaded to its group photo-stream. They organize weekly “photo-projects” built 
around thematically inspired topics combined with particular photographic techniques. Every 
Thursday, members go on a virtual “photo-walk” with each other. They capture images of the 
places, faces, and spaces they happen to be, see, or visit that day and upload their favourites 
to that week’s dedicated photostream. There is a group discussion forum where ideas, 
problems, thoughts, and photographs are discussed politely and in detail. If the conversation 
gets heated, as it sometimes does, there are offerings of virtual cake to one’s interlocutor(s) 
as a gesture of good will and support. In short, Utata is a fascinating group that has managed 
to harness the creative activities of its membership to inspired ends.  
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Another artefactual corner of the Flickr-verse that merits attention in this regard is an area 
called The Commons. The Commons began as a joint endeavour between the U.S. Library of 
Congress (LOC) and Flickr in 2008. The LOC approached Flickr and asked if there was a way 
to share their archival photographic collection with Flickr’s membership and by doing so 
‘harness their collective intelligence’ by asking them to add information to the photographs on 
display. The aim of this project was to augment and increase the profile of the LOC’s 
collection at the same time as increasing the available information regarding this same 
collection. They did so by bringing their photographic archive to one of the largest groups of 
individuals interested in photography on the Internet and by simply asking for their assistance. 
According to the LOC, this project “resulted in many positive yet unplanned outcomes” 
(Springer et al. 2008, 2).   

One of the benefits of using Flickr is that it has an inbuilt tagging system that allows 
produsers to add descriptive tags to the photographs shared by others. It is “important to note 
that for the purposes of this pilot, [the LOC] took a very ‘hands off’ approach to the tags, other 
than to check for blatantly inappropriate content. (…) There were exceptionally few tags that 
fell below a level of civil discourse appropriate to such an online forum—a true credit to the 
Flickr community” (Springer et al. 2008, 18).  

The LOC’s participation in The Commons was a massive success for both Flickr and the 
library. They conclude their internal report on the Flickr project by stating that “the 
overwhelmingly positive response to the digitized historical photographs in the Library’s Flickr 
account suggests that participation in The Commons should continue” (Springer et al. 2008, 
33). The success of this project as well as other aspects of Factory Flickr shed much needed 
light into the social and political dynamics of the space. Once again, unlike the automobiles 
rolling off the assembly line in the industrial era, the artefacts of produsage allow for a better-
informed appreciation of the kinds of subjectivities being prodused and re-prodused via the 
mode of produsage.  

The full results of the research project for which this method was designed are too 
involved to be dealt with in the available space. Briefly, however, the social and political 
dynamics of the Flickr-verse are such that, for the most part, those individuals responsible for 
Flickr’s creation and evolution do not consider the time, effort, and energy they expend on the 
website as a form of labour, nor do they feel exploited by the owners of Flickr. As this article 
suggests, however, the relationship between the owners and members of Flickr is eminently 
exploitative. Via mechanisms and systems that tap into Flickr’s “altruistic substratum” 
(Springer et al. 2008, 15), the owners of these sites and services enlist a legion of produsers 
to do the work of expanding the boundaries of the Flickr-verse by creating the social 
connections and relationships required to continue its growth. This paradox is one of the 
primary reasons that research focused on raising the consciousness of produsers regarding 
their own exploitation is important to undertake and accomplish on Web 2.0 sites and 
services. 
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Figure 1: Unique characteristics of the mode of produsage influencing research methods 

We need to know much more about the virtual gears and cogs of the mode of produsage 
responsible for these kinds of produser generated artefacts, their inner-workings, and their 
social dynamics if we are to understand how this organization of labouring bodies and minds 
differs from its predecessors and the political potentials that these differences make possible. 
We need, in other words, to continue to engage in serious academic study of how they work, 
why they work, and where they might be replicated. The above method offers one such 
approach.  

Figure 1 shows three key dimensions that lie at the centre of our methodological 
framework: 1) the artefact, 2) the community of produsers, and 3) the produser her/himself. 
While Marx and the autonomists took into consideration the worker him/herself, they had no 
reason to consider the end products (or artefacts) of industrial labour as important elements 
that contribute to a better understanding of worker subjectivity. As Figure 1 indicates, 
however, in the Web 2.0 era and regarding the mode of produsage, the artefact is an 
influential and consequential instrument that contributes significantly to the overall dynamics 
of the mode of produsage. In light of this, ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ adopts a two-pronged 
approach that, much like Marx and the autonomists, begins on the virtual ‘shop floor’ by 
speaking with the exploited workers responsible for the produsage of Web 2.0 sites and 
services, but goes one step further and beyond by also considering the community in which 
these workers operate, and the artefacts of their labour as hermeneutically significant objects 
of study that have important details to communicate regarding the social and political 
dynamics that imbue the means and relations of produsage. 

7. Strengths and Weaknesses of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” 
It is important to not only consider “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” in the context of the Marxist 
tradition and methodology, but also to understand its relevance vis-à-vis other methodologies 
employed in the social sciences. In this section, we discern the strengths and weaknesses of 
the new method by comparing it with other data collection and analysis techniques available 
to scholars. Moreover, we show how ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ builds on ethnography as 
practiced by anthropologists, with its emphasis on lived experience and emergence in the 
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field. We also show where ‘A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0’ departs from Marx’s ‘A Workers’ Inquiry’ 
and uniquely addresses concerns that arise within Web 2.0 and produsage. 

 

Figure 2: Framework for Examining ‘A Workers Inquiry 2.0’ 

The Field: The experiences accumulated in the field are central to any ethnography. While 
ethnography usually consists of living in other cultures or immersing oneself in different social 
environments, in this case it consists of becoming part of an online community (Kendall 
2002). A part of this consists of understanding social meanings and participating in what 
Brewer describes as “ordinary activities" (Brewe 2000, 10). 

Multiple Sources: “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” relies on multiple sources of information, to a 
large extent resembling qualitative methodologies employed in the social sciences. It not only 
collects data from those involved in the mode of produsage through discussions on the 
forum/groups, interviews, and surveys, but it attempts to go beyond these standard means of 
gathering information about a phenomenon. Figure 2 shows how a critical engagement with 
the nature of the artefact and its link to the community and the produser are a central source 
of data.  

Triangulation: Similar to qualitative research, triangulation becomes an integral part of 
the analysis. Triangulation in qualitative analysis refers to the study of data from sources in 
relation to one another. That is, data from one source is compared and contrasted with data 
from other sources to obtain a more rich and holistic picture of the individuals involved and 
their social relations. Triangulation also becomes important in light of the nature of online 
communities, where trolling and identity play are an inherent part of these communities.  

Artefacts as Data: What really sets “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” apart from other data 
collection techniques is a focus on the artefacts prodused by produsers within Web 2.0 
environments. These artefacts represent a rich source of data in “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” as 
they directly speak to the complex relations that exist between produsers, the rest of the 
community, and the norms and mores that characterize the site.   

Worker Awareness: This is the primary goal of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” as it attempts to 
start a discussion around the uniquely exploitative relation that exists between produsers and 
those who own Web 2.0 sites and services. The juxtaposition here is between the benefits 
and costs associated with participation in these social media environments. On the one hand, 
there is no doubt that social media creates gains for those involved, including the pleasure of 
adding UGC, as well as being uniquely positioned to engage and contribute to a community 
(see figures 1 and 2). In a study of uses and gratifications of Facebook, survey respondents 
indicated that their key gratifications were to pass time on the site (for example for 
entertainment, for relaxation, and to escape) (Papacharissi and Mendelson 2011; Quan-
Haase and Young 2010), for social surveillance and social searching (for example to learn 
about friends and family without their knowledge) (Joinson 2008; Zhang et al. 2011), and for 
maintaining social ties (i.e., connecting with friends and family) (Dunne, Lawlor and Rowley 
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2010; Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 2008). On the other hand, produsers are not compensated 
for their time, effort, and overall added-value to the site. Indeed, produsers in many cases 
have no control over how the site manages content, as the example of Facebook and its 
constantly changing Terms of Service has clearly demonstrated. Similar to Marx and the 
autonomists, by making produsers aware that their labour is the source of the accumulated 
wealth of these websites, the present method seeks to raise the consciousnesses of these 
produsers regarding their own exploitation and their abilities to do something about it. As 
Figure 2 shows a detailed analysis of costs and benefits is also an integral part of 
understanding produsage in Web 2.0 environments.  

Action and Social Change: One of the cornerstones of Marx’s “A Workers’ Inquiry” and 
the autonomists’ method of co-research was the idea that the methodology should lead not 
only to workers’ increased awareness of their exploitative labour conditions, but ultimately 
also to take action. As quoted above, the goal of the intervention was to “make the worker 
aware of his own predicament in capitalist society (…) and by thus making the worker 
conscious of his predicament giving him a chance to solve it” (Burnham, Shachtman and 
Spector 1938, 1). Even though “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” ultimately has the same goals, it 
becomes quickly apparent that this is not a straightforward task. What complicates this 
endeavour is the quasi-voluntary nature of the engagement in the exploitative relation. While 
the industrial mode of production offered workers little choice regarding where they laboured, 
in Web 2.0 environments, participation in the mode of produsage is compelled not by the risks 
associated with a lack of income, but by the risk of social seclusion and communicative 
isolation. While easily transportable to other (often new) Web 2.0 sites and services, in the 
contemporary communicative context, produsers are concentrated in a very small number of 
sites and rely on these sites for their communication needs. This is where the method 
requires further elaboration as it develops and is utilized to study the quasi-voluntary mode of 
produsage within social media environments.  

Central Strength and Weakness: In light of the above, it is possible to identify a central 
strength and weakness of “A Workers Inquiry 2.0”. The central strength of “A Workers’ Inquiry 
2.0” is that rather than stopping at the identification of an exploitative relationship between the 
owners of Web 2.0 sites and services and the produsers of them, it follows the example set 
by Marx and the autonomists by going directly to the workers themselves and trying to better 
understand their thoughts regarding their own exploitation. It enables an examination of the 
social and political dynamics of the mode of produsage from “below” or from the perspective 
of the workers. However, “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” goes beyond this revelatory function in its 
attempt to better understand the political potentials of produsage and the alternatives it posits 
regarding the autonomous labouring capacities of coordinated groups. While the valuations of 
Web 2.0 sites and services clearly indicate the presence of an exploitative relation, the 
existence of such a relationship, as well as the produsers opinions regarding the time and 
effort they expend on the site, should not overshadow the possibilities and potentials created 
by the mode of produsage. This method, then, enables an examination and appreciation of an 
organization of labouring bodies and minds that come together to work collaboratively, 
cooperatively, and autonomously, free of the wage relation. The original goal of Marx’s and 
the autonomists’ method was to provide workers with the intellectual and emotional tools 
required to struggle against their own exploitation. While produsage remains highly 
exploitative, Flickr produsers do not experience it as such. Making clear this exploitative 
relation, then, is vital. However, the self-organized, self-managed, and autonomous nature of 
the mode of produsage points to ways of living and working together beyond capital. It is by 
no means a perfect blueprint. It does, however, provide valuable information regarding some 
of the constituent elements of a mode of production/produsage that may play an important 
role in moving beyond the exploitative capitalist relation.  

The central weakness of this iteration of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” is the relatively limited 
number of produsers consulted as research participants in proportion to the overall Flickr 
membership. With over fifty-one million members intermittently populating Factory Flickr, it is 
all but impossible to get in contact with each of them. This leaves particular areas of the 
Flickr-verse under-explored or completely unexplored. As the sparse reaction of the Flickr API 
group to the research question indicated, the voluntary nature of produsage and the specific 
focus of particular groups within Flickr, creates new challenges for researchers undertaking 
this kind of research. These challenges are directly related to accessing and recruiting Flickr 
members to participate in a research project oblique to their primary purpose of being on the 
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site. Our experience with attempting to recruit participants from the Flickr API group is 
indicative of these new challenges. 

The Flickr API Group is a place for unwaged hackers and programmers working with 
Flickr’s code to share their experiences. While the API group is designated as ‘public’ and 
open to anyone, the focus of the group and the vast majority of the discussion threads found 
therein are overwhelmingly directed towards technical programming issues and their 
solutions. The question posed to them by this research project, then, has nothing to do 
directly with these core activities and was simply ignored by the majority of the group’s 
membership. This is evidence of the potential problem alluded to above. Even if a researcher 
approaches his/her potential research participants on Web 2.0 sites and services with an 
informed understanding of the particular norms that circulate throughout the domain, the 
members of particular groups may not respond to the message, ignore the call for 
participation, and as a result the research project will stall before it is allowed to begin.  

The amount of time, effort, energy, and work devoted to hacking the API is substantial. For 
this reason, a larger number of members from this group would have been interesting 
produsers to speak with regarding whether or not they considered their activities a form of 
labour and if they ever felt exploited by this process. Obtaining this perspective would have 
been of particular relevance as these produsers are engaged in creating highly specialized 
knowledge for Flickr, are responsible in part for how Flickr operates, and have one of the 
largest stakes in how Flickr makes use of their artefacts. While two research participants were 
in fact recruited from this group, the response to the original question was meagre compared 
to the response from Flickr Central and Utata. We believe this is due to the fact that the Flickr 
API discussion group is primarily a space for hackers/coders to discuss the intricacies, 
challenges, and opportunities of hacking the API. It is however not clear why this group, who 
is most involved with the development of the Flickr backbone, would be the most hesitant to 
engage in reflective practices about their labour. This remains a concern that needs to be 
addressed by subsequent iterations of the proposed methodology.  

The difficulty of accessing produsers working within important corners of Factory Flickr is 
another reason why the artefacts of produsage are particularly important elements to consider 
when assessing the overall social and political dynamics of the mode of produsage. They do 
not replace the input provided by produsers, but they do assist in shedding some much-
needed light into the obscure corners of Factory Flickr that might otherwise escape detailed 
scrutiny. While the weakness identified above merits recognition, it should not overshadow 
the information and data gleaned by the other members who did participate in the project. 

8. Conclusions 
The goal of Marx’s and the autonomists’ methods was to seek out workers, speak with them, 
evaluate the social and political dynamics of the workplace, gauge the workers level of 
exploitation, their cognizance of this exploitation, and, by doing so, provide them with the 
intellectual and emotional tools to do something about it. This remains the goal of “A Workers’ 
Inquiry 2.0”. In prong one of the research design detailed above, we describe one procedure 
for adapting Marx’s and the autonomists’ methods to the Web 2.0 era and the mode of 
produsage. In addition to the elemental step of seeking out produsers and speaking with 
them, we must, however, also examine the artefacts prodused by them in an attempt to better 
understand the intricacies and nuances of the social and political dynamics that animate the 
mode of produsage. This vital function was described in prong two of “A Workers’ Inquiry 2.0” 
by arguing that the artefacts of produsage are valuable pieces of data because of their being 
conceived, directed, and prodused by produsers themselves and not by the owners or 
administrators of these sites and services. 

These artefacts and the mode of produsage responsible for their creation are evidence of 
what self-organized and self-managed individuals can accomplish autonomously, in 
cooperation and collaboration with others, free of the wage relation, and when left to their own 
devices. They tell us things about how we might relate to one another when the naked self-
interest characteristic of monetary gain is pushed into the background. Whereas industrial 
production fragments the worker and the workforce into so many scientifically managed, 
fractured, and frustrated shards (Braverman 1998; Lukács 1967), the mode of produsage 
allows a place for all these contributions in and to the whole. By holding these artefacts and 
accomplishments up to the light and learning as much as we can from them – examining their 
successes, failures, set-backs, and achievements – we provide produsers not only with proof 
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of their exploitation, but, more importantly, with imperfect evidence of the nascent feasibility of 
an organization of labouring bodies and minds uninspired and unmotivated by the dictates of 
capitalist command and control. As a result, the artefacts are both a critique of the present 
and evidence of what may be possible in the future. In its own small way, then, Flickr provides 
the intellectual and emotional tools required to begin thinking about what it might mean to live 
and labour in a world beyond capital.  
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