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Audience Labour as a Missing Perspective? 
Theories of the audience commodity (Smythe, Jhally and Livant), free 
labour (Terranova), and digital labour have left audience labour relatively 
unexplored or ignored 
•  Audience labour needs to be specified by the nature of the activity, not the position of 

the individual 
•  Specifically, consuming content (and producing meaning) 

•  Not all activities of “audience members” 

•  Audience labour ≠ content production (UGC) 

 
 



Audience Labour as a Missing Perspective? 
The failure to account for audience labour in this way has left the political 
economy of communication unable to account for a basic aspect of 
communication and capitalism: the exploitation of audience labour (digital 
and otherwise) 
•  Audience labour without the audience commodity 



The Fundamental Question: What Is Capital? 
The appropriation of value and exploitation of labour as open questions 
•  How is communication treated as capital 

•  How is capital circulated and accumulated as communication 

Not: “What is the commodity?” 
•  Assumes too many things 

•  In particular, can’t assume labour-power as a commodity 

 



More Abstract: From Capital to Value 
How can value be appropriated in relation to certain activities? 
•  Ex.: appropriate the product of those activities 

Audience activities: “We shall therefore, in the first place, have to 
consider the labour process independently of any specific social 
formation” (Marx 1990, 283 [Vol. I)] 
•  The audience labour process in abstraction: 

•  A process between man and culture (signified objects) – cultural consumption 
•  Fundamentally, a process of experience through the senses (sight, hearing) 

•  A process of signification – meaning production 
•  Fundamentally, an aspect of consciousness production, or production of 

social subjectivity(?) 
•  Also abstracted from historically specific media technology 



The Audience Labour Process 
Audience labour 
•  Audience activity: cultural consumption and signification 

Object of audience labour 
•  Culture (signified objects) 

Instrument of audience labour 
•  Media (means of communication) 

•  *Part of the consumption fund, not fixed capital 



Audience Labour and Communicative Production 
Audience labour as an activity of communicative production 
•  R. Williams on “communicative production,” means of communication as means of 

production 
•  But for Williams, mostly cultural production/cultural labour 

Objects (Culture) and Instruments (Media) of audience labour as means 
of communicative production 
 

 



Audience Labour and Communicative Production 
*** The product of communicative production through audience labour = 
meaning 
•  Subjective; Inalienable 

•  Individual consumption, not productive consumption  

•  The product = the consumer him/herself (Marx 1990, 290) 

•  But: Since it’s also a process of communicative production, the consumer/audience 
member is also a producer/laborer 

 

*** The quality of culture (signified objects) as an object of consumption/
audience labour 
•  Nonrivalrous. (But excludable?) 

 



The Audience Labour Process and Capital 
How can communication processes be treated as processes of capital 
circulation/accumulation? 
How can value be extracted/appropriated from audience activities? 

à Because of the nature of audience labour and its product, audience 
labour-power cannot be commodified 

à But audience labour can be controlled, and exploited, by capital 



The Audience Labour Process and Capital: Rent 
Capital’s ownership/control of the means of communicative production: 
The object of audience labour 
•  Fundamental means of controlling audience labour = ownership of/control of access 

to culture 

•  “intellectual property”: copyright 

•  Allows capitalist to demand payment for access to/use of a valuable resource/means 
of comm. prod. 
•  Rent: surplus-value appropriated through control over access to a resource 

•  The basic means by which audience labour is exploited 



The Long History of Audience Labour Exploitation 
The exploitation of audience labour through the extraction of rent 
•  Book publishers/sellers: The Stationers’ Company since the 16th century (increasingly 

so from the early 18th c.) 
•  The purchase of a book = access to a signified object 

•  “” ≠ change of ownership 

•  Copyright ensures the copyright holder remains the owner 

•  Newspaper publishers, even without copyright protection 



The Audience Labour Process and Capital: Interest 
Capital’s ownership/control of the means of communicative production: 
The object of audience labour 
•  Ownership of/control of access to culture also allows capitalist to lend part of the 

resource to advertisers 

•  Treat culture as a pure financial asset, treat the value that could be appropriated 
as rent as (fictitious) value that can instead be lent in return for interest 
•  Rent capitalized as fictitious capital, lent to advertisers 

•  Advertisers receive temporary control of object of audience labour, 
transform into advertisements 

•  Interest: surplus-value appropriated as fictitious value through lending 

•  A second means by which audience labour is exploited 

•  An indirect form of exploitation? 



The Long History of Audience Labour Exploitation 
The exploitation of audience labour through the extraction of interest 
•  Newspaper publishers: the “commercialization” of the press 

•  Advertising revenue as interest 

•  Commercial broadcasters 

à Not the purchase/sale of audience commodities 



Audience Labour Exploitation in the Digital Age 
A continuation of the long history of audience labour exploitation 
•  Newspaper publishers 

•  Rent: digital subscriptions; “paywalls”; “copyright trolls” 

•  Interest: digital advertising; Google surveys 



Audience Labour Exploitation in the Digital Age 
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Audience Labour Exploitation in the Digital Age 
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•  Newspaper publishers 
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•  Rent: Google Books; Google Play 

•  Interest: Web search results advertising; Google Books search advertising; 
YouTube 
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