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NEW WAYS OF EXPLOITATION IN INFORMATIONAL CAPITALISM: FACEBOOK, GOOGLE, AND 

THE COMMODIFICATION OF DATA 

 

Sebastian Sevignani 

 

In my talk I will provide a framing of so called social media, such as Facebook, 

Google, and others, from a critical theory perspective. In doing so I will situate 

social media in the context of ongoing developments of capitalism and 

highlight the notion of exploitation that is on the one hand a descriptive term 

but at the same time also a normative concept that urges us to think about its 

abolition in an alternative, non-capitalist society. 

What is informational or digital capitalism as the current stage of 

development? I try to sketch at least the way that I would go to answer this 

question. 

Karl Marx focused on the mode of production to approach a society’s character 

and has analysed its qualities in capitalism. In the Marxist tradition the way of 

production is conceptualised as a dialectical interplay between the system's 

productive forces and the social relations within which this system operates. 

 

The System of Productive Forces  

 

Marx describes the system of productive forces of any society as consisting of 

labour power (human ability to work, which is the subjective aspect in this 

system) and means of production (the objective aspect in this system). The 



 

 

latter in turn consists of the object of labour (for instance land in agricultural 

production and mining or things that were produced in previous labour 

processes) and the instrument of labour (for instance any kind of technology, 

most importantly the computer today). In the working process these elements 

are combined and a new quality emerges, namely the product of labour that is 

a commodity under capitalist conditions.  

“Informational or digital labour” is not a term that only describes the 

production of digital content.  

 

The Complex Networks of Cycles of Digital Labour  

 

The very foundation of digital labour is an agricultural labour cycle in which 

miners extract minerals. These minerals enter the next production process as 

objects so that processors in physical labour processes can create ICT 

components. These components enter the next labour cycle as objects:  

Assemblage workers build digital media technologies and take ICT components 

as inputs. Processors and assemblers are industrial workers involved in digital 

production. Digital media technologies that enter various forms of information 

work as tools for the production, distribution, circulation, prosumption, and 

consumption of diverse types of information are the outcome of such labour. 

It is, of course, not sufficient to only look at the system of productive forces 

when it comes to classifying contemporary society. Such a reductionistic view 

is, for instance, notable in theories that take technological development as an 

indicator to determine in which society we live. It is also at stake in theories 

that solely focus on the outcomes of the labour process. For instance, the 

growing relevance of immaterial products, such as cultural content or services. 



 

 

For these perspectives it is easy to waive the term “capitalism” in their 

assessment to qualify society. 

 

The Productive Forces and Their Relations as Part of a Society’s Structure  

 

Against such proposals, it is indispensable to consider the social relations 

within which a system of productive forces is embedded. The importance of 

the social relations is implicit when speaking about the enduring relevance of 

the process of commodification. Stressing the capitalist character of social 

relations does not exclude that these relations have modified (but not 

replaced) through the information and communication technologies, as Manuel 

Castells for instance has described on behalf of the network metaphor.  

To stress the relevance of commodification for present day societies is to stress 

the enduring capitalist quality of the social relation in the information age.  

To produce things as commodities means to produce them in a social division 

of labour for markets that is based on private property rights. It means further 

that the market mechanism coordinates a society’s demand and supply. If any 

production is valuable reveals itself only after production on the market. 

Without being able to go in detail here, critical theory logically links this way of 

producing things to forms of alienation and exploitation.  

Alienation means that the producing worker cannot control the production 

process but it also means that society cannot control the interplay of its 

demand and supply.  

I will not go into the problems of alienation in informational capitalism but I am 

interested in the other key term of critical theory – Exploitation.   

 



 

 

Exploitation 

 

Exploitation means that social relations among people are organised in a way 

that meets three criteria: 

First, there is inverse interdependent welfare or an asymmetric dependence. 

This means that the wealth of social groups is dependent on other social 

groups that profit less.  

Second, there is exclusion. This means that social groups ensure that the other 

social groups are excluded from the profit generating conditions and the profit 

itself (through private property rights).  

It means, third, that social groups are able to appropriate the wealth created by 

other social groups.  

I will focus in the following on aspects of the the cycle on top of the digital 

labour chain in the slide I presented to you a minute ago. And I will have a 

closer look on the commodification and exploitation of data in the case of 

social media, such as Facebook, but also Korean sites daum kakao (?). 

 

The Rise of the Surveillance Driven Culture Production  

 

In capitalism no a priori coordination between societal supply and demand 

exists.  

The actual buying process, thus the realisation of profits, is basically uncertain 

from the standpoint of capital. The market is the social site where it is decided 

whether a certain production was useful or not. It is therefore understandable 



 

 

that the individual capital, in competition with other capital, seeks to minimise 

this structural uncertainty through diverse marketing techniques.  

Informatisation not only allows the effective linking and modelling of all steps 

necessary to produce any good, it also allows one to effectively link all stages of 

the economic process. For instance, information about potential and previous 

buyers influences how a commodity is produced or distributed. Marketing and, 

as a subdivision, advertising are important strategies to deal with this structural 

capitalist uncertainty. Data-driven marketing is thus a general feature of 

informational capitalism. Information on how to best realise profits must be 

collected. Consumer surveillance is the appropriate answer from this 

perspective.  

There is no agreement in the literature on how surveillance in general should 

be defined. Some see it as a negative concept; others argue that there are also 

positive qualities of surveillance. All approaches have in common that they see 

surveillance connected to the systematic collection, storage, diffusion, 

processing, and use of personal data.  

Forms of surveillance can however be differentiated according to the entity 

that conducts it. Surveillance is overwhelmingly conducted by large 

organizations, such as states or companies. States and companies have an 

interest in control, entitlement, management, influence, or protection.  

I think there are compelling reasons why to speak of surveillance as a negative 

empirical phenomenon and a critical theoretical concept.  

I also understand the term surveillance critically interlinked with a setting of 

structurally unequal power relations. Surveillance is based on a power 

inequality between watchers and users. Power inequality is connected with an 



 

 

unequal distribution of means of surveillance (such as technologies) or an 

unequal access to them.  

We do not own and control Facebook’s gigantic server parks, nor do we control 

the software it uses. And we do also not control the databases within which 

our data is processed. 

It is therefore understandable that surveillance based business models on the 

Internet are currently the defining model for gaining profits in the online 

economy. Within the top fifteen Internet sites worldwide, which together 

attract a significant share of the global Internet population, only one website, 

Wikipedia, is not commercially run and has no advertising. 

Whereas traditional forms of advertising are directed at broad groups of 

potential buyers, targeted advertising is tailored to precisely defined and 

differentiated groups, or even individual consumers. This demands more 

detailed, exact, and differentiated knowledge of the users’ needs and (buying) 

behaviour. Online corporations are able to provide this. 

It started with the “click” and the responding “banner” advertising. The click 

was, however, deficient in the view of the advertising industry since it did now 

allow inference to be made whether a new visitor to the web site or a visitor 

who has already clicked on a banner has given actually attention to the 

advertisement.  

The ‘cookie’ is the technological response to this situation. The cookie made 

identification and user tracking across different websites possible. The 

utilisation of web searches for marketing and advertising purposes, for instance 

prominently pursued by Google, is a next step in user surveillance.  

Mobile usage of media finally connects information about potential buying 

behaviour with concrete offline contexts of supply. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

On social media users share and disclose what they like or are interested in and 

this kind of information about potential buyers is even more valuable for 

marketers and advertisers. There is empirical evidence that users disclose more 

personal information on social media than they disclose in general. Commercial 

social media try to optimise user participation and social network building with 

regard to their contribution to tradable information. I consider social media as 

a paradigmatic example of the new digital economy. 

To the extent that media and cultural content is nowadays widely distributed 

online and through social media, it is reasonable not only to stress the 

relevance of economic surveillance in informational capitalism, but also to 

speak of a general “rise of surveillance-driven culture production”. 

 

The commodification of data 

 

User surveillance is the mode through which online activities are transformed 

into commodities. Karl Marx spoke of the commodity as “cell-form” of capitalist 

societies and chose to start his critique of political economy by analysing it.  

Commodities are “objects produced for sale on the market.  

Commodification involves three qualities: a) goods and services are produced 

for exchange; b) the exchange of these goods and services is monetised; and c) 

the production for exchange is motivated by the profit principle 



 

 

Currently the most relevant social media providers are commercially organised, 

which means that they are constantly under pressure to gain profit. Their profit 

strategy is mainly based on the targeted advertising business model, meaning 

that they engage in exchange contracts with the advertising industry. The 

economic reason why profit-oriented social media develop massive systems of 

user surveillance and store, analyse, and assess “literally everything”, as a 

Facebook employee has admitted, lies therein. 

The social media owner buys technical infrastructure, such as server parks and 

software components, as well as labour force, such as accountants, software 

developer, advertising specialists etc. and produces the social networking site 

through which users can interact. The business model, however, is not based 

on selling access to the medium but is based on the secondary use of user 

interactions for profit purposes.  

While people use the site for different reasons, such as getting news, providing 

information, staying in touch with friends, making new acquaintances, or 

organising events, they produce a wide range of data. All their online activities 

leave ‘data fingerprints’. 

Social media corporations make a first use of these data by monitoring and 

using them for enhancing the social network and triggering more user 

interactions. 

However the secondary use of data is decisive since surveillance processes, as I 

understand them, are involved. Social media corporations monitor, collect, and 

store the same and even more user data in order to perform identification, 

classification, and assessment procedures themselves or to allow other 

corporations to do so on the social media platform.  

 



 

 

 

The aim is to sort “individuals on the basis of their estimated value or worth” 

(Gandy 1993b, 1) or to generate consumer reputation profiles about the users 

(Turow 2006). The online surveillance process includes the transformation of 

user information into formalised data and vice versa the transformation from 

formalised data into advertising relevant information about the user, such as 

socio-demographic information and consumer preferences. It is the profit-

driven aim to generate advertising relevant information about user that 

renders user monitoring as surveillance and a discriminatory process.  

Information about users could also be used solely for network and interaction 

enhancing means as it would be the case for alternative, non-commercial social 

media.   

Social media corporations’ secondary use of information involves making 

information generated from user data accessible to advertisers in exchange for 

money. Information including privacy relevant information is commodified in 

this process. Commercial social media, as a rule, do not share the gained raw 

data about users but they do share advertising relevant information about 

users. 

For social media corporations, the first use of information on user interaction is 

only a means to the secondary use of information for advertising. Only through 

the latter social media can gain profit. This is, however, only possible by 

enabling the former. The more users participate in social media and the more 

they interact on the platform, the more attractive social media become for new 

users and the more subsequent interactions are triggered. Commercial social 

media try to optimise user participation and social network building with 

regard to their contribution to the secondary use of information for profit 

purposes 



 

 

 

Exploitation and life-chances 

 

Most critiques of surveillance and social sorting operate with a concept of 

unequally distributed life-chances. For example, an assumed low socio-

economic status leads to a worse offer for a credit. These worse credit 

conditions in turn reproduce the lower socio-economic status of a person.  

I will however point you to a different form of how social inequality is (re-

)produced. In this context, I would like to make the point that market capacity 

and resulting life-chances, should be read as fruitful supplement to a Marxist 

class theory but not as a substitution.  

Both "exploitation" and "life chances" identify inequalities in material well-

being that are generated by inequalities in access to resources of various sorts.  

What exploitation adds to this is a claim that conflicts of interest between 

classes are generated not simply by conflicts over the distribution and value of 

resources people bring to exchanges in the market, but also by the nature of 

the interactions and interdependencies generated by the use of those 

resources in productive activity” (Wright 2002, 844f). 

Omitting the concept of exploitation as key category to understand structural 

social inequality and substituting it by an accumulation of market effects is 

problematic as it is not able to grasp antagonistic social relations.  

With exploitation there are social groups that are at the same time in 

opposition but in societies with monopolies in the means of realising one’s 

labour force also interdependent. 

 



 

 

Exploitation 2.0 

 

I will now try to explain what exploitation can mean for markets in information 

and social media and sketch out some corner stones for a theory of 

exploitation 2.0.  

Thereby I try to circumvent a tricky debate for specialists that revolves around 

the question if either users’ activity actually creates value that can be 

appropriated by new media capital or if this activity helps to extract rents from 

value creating labour performed elsewhere.  

For an application of the concept of exploitation to the situation of 

informational capitalism we are urged in my view for two revisions: 

First, we need a broad understanding of labour that is not restricted to a 

productivist and wage-labour centred view. Alvin Toffler has introduced the 

term “prosumer” to express that there is a “progressive blurring of the line that 

separates the producer from the consumer” (1980, 267). Applied to the 

Internet one can then speak of ‘produsage’ or the ‘produser’.  

Prosumption has always been a trait of capitalist societies but it gains new 

relevance in the context of the Internet. It is the key defining feature of Web 

2.0 that users are involved in processes of production and consumption as they 

generate and browse online content; as they tag and blog, post and share. On 

social media, users consume the web service and produce advertising relevant 

information at the same time. Prosuming is of course most of the time an 

unpaid activity. Nevertheless it can be seen as work and therefore exploitable.  

Although informational labour is increasingly detached from nature, it never 

loses its material base. Information work is ultimately based on the activity of 

the human brain, which is a material system. It also objectifies itself in matter 



 

 

such as a notebook or it creates electronic impulses in a computer system. 

Although some work has no tangible outcomes, it is nevertheless material 

insofar as it produces and reproduces social relations.   

I propose to see work as a broad category constitutive of the human that 

includes different types praxis, such as agricultural work, craftwork, industrial 

work and informational work that can be seen as evermore-mediated forms 

between humans and ‘nature’. 

Second, the changes of work need us also to revise the means that are 

necessary to realise informational work. Undoubtedly, Internet users are free 

to exchange in markets. They are legally independent actors that consent to 

Internet services’ terms of use and no authority forces them to use a particular 

service.  

I would however argue that they are also free from the means of 

communication and surveillance.  In order to be able to benefit from the 

various functions of social media and, generally, to socialise and live a good 

thus connected life under given circumstances, users are forced to use at least 

one of the available commercial services in a highly concentrated Internet.  

Users are forced to contract their privacy in the current form of society. I would 

speak in this context, in analogy to Marx’s double free labourer, of the double 

free Internet user. 

Exploitation 2.0 then first enables an inverse interdependent welfare. The 

wealth of Internet services owners is dependent on users who profit less in 

terms of money. 

Second, it fosters exclusion. Web service owners ensure that users are 

excluded from the profit generating conditions and the profit itself (through 

private property rights for instance in SNS software).  



 

 

Third, Internet service owners are able to appropriate the wealth that is mainly 

created by users in their online time. Without the user activity on the platform, 

Facebook could not sell anything to the advertising industry; it could not be 

profitable.  

Exploitation sets the stage for Facebook’s power to set the terms of using social 

media. This power has its base in monetary or economic power, for instance 

Facebook can and does buy competitors. But economic power can of course 

also be transformed in other forms of power such as political power. Internet 

corporations can and do for instance influence privacy legislation.  

Based on economic power, Facebook and others are also able to accumulate 

what Manuel Castells calls network making power, which is the power to “to 

program specific networks according to the interests and values of the 

programmers, and the power to switch different networks following the 

strategic alliances between the dominant actors of various networks”. 

 

Thank you for your attention! 


