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Abstract: The notion of audience labour has been an important contribution to Marxist political economy of the media. It 
revised the traditional political economy analysis, which focused on media ownership, by suggesting that media was also a 
site of production, constituting particular relations of production. Such analysis highlighted the active role of audience in the 
creation of media value as both commodities and workers, thus pointing to audience exploitation. Recently, in light of para-
digmatic transformations in the media environment – particularly the emergence of Web 2.0 and social network sites – there 
has been a renewed interest in such analysis, and a reexamination of audience exploitation. Focusing on Facebook as a 
case-study, this article examines audience labour on social network sites along two Marxist themes – exploitation and alien-
ation. It argues for a historical shift in the link between exploitation and alienation of audience labour, concurrent with the 
shift from mass media to social media. In the mass media, the capacity for exploitation of audience labour was quite limited 
while the alienation that such work created was high. In contrast, social media allows for the expansion and intensification of 
exploitation. Simultaneously, audience labour on social media – because it involves communication and sociability – also 
ameliorates alienation by allowing self-expression, authenticity, and relations with others. Moreover, the article argues that 
the political economy of social network sites is founded on a dialectical link between exploitation and alienation: in order to 
be de-alienated, Facebook users must communicate and socialize, thus exacerbating their exploitation. And vice-versa, in 
order for Facebook to exploit the work of its users, it must contribute to their de-alienation.   
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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, 

                                                        
1	   I 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, 
I 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.  

I 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 I take with the notion of alienation is that I 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 
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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 I 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 I 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 Illouz (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-

                                                        
2 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, I 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.  

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  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-

 Exploitation Alienation 

Mass  
media 
 

Low 
Exchange: Programming for adver-

tisement 

High 
Anonymity 
Passivity 
Hierarchy 

Social 
media 
 

High 
Exchange: Platform for communica-

tion 

Low 
Engagement 
Authenticity 
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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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