
 

Introduction 

The aim of my contribution is to address basic questions that concern 

on the one hand controversial premises of the labour theory of value 

in digital capitalism, on the other hand briefly the controversial but 

politically important issue that is directly related to the theory of 

value, namely exploitation.  

I will use here the example of social media and the activity of what 

Mark Andrejevic has called the “work of being watched”. This points 

to surveillance based business models of Internet Corporations and is 

a controversial case for an analysis based on a Marxist theory of value 

and exploitation. 



In the first more elaborated part of this talk I will deal with the 

question whether using social media can be reasonably seen as a form 

of work. In the second part I will touch upon the politically crucial 

question whether users of social media are exploited.  

 

In this talk, and this might be disappointing for you, I cannot present 

theoretical solutions; rather I want to open the debate by identifying 

several controversial points or steps which must be dealt with on the 

way towards a theory of value and exploitation in the digital age. 

Therefore I present and clarify questions which can be and probably 

will be answered differently in this workshop.  

Following this main goal I will only briefly mention the position I lean 

towards at the moment. The base of my temporary position is laid out 



in my dissertational work and in an article that I have wrote together 

with Christian for the journal tripleC. To be clear, I am happy to learn 

during this workshop. 

I start with the important premises of any labour theory of value by 

asking “is using social media really work?” Discussing this should so to 

say stand at the beginning of the questions the workshop is concerned 

about. 

Is using social media really work?  

The assumption that using social media is a form of work, namely “the 

labour of being watched” is quite controversial. If one neglects that 

using social media is work then by implication any labour theory of 

value does not apply and the debate is finished before it really starts. 

Three main objection strategies have been put forward here: 

 

• First using social media is a communicative activity that is distinct 

from work 

• Second and related using social media is due to its communicative 

quality not an instrumental activity which in turn would 

characterise work.  

• Third, work is necessarily toil but using social media is a playful 

activity.  

 



 

Concerning the first objection it is maintained that communication 

and interaction on the one hand and work on the other hand are 

distinctive human activities. Jürgen Habermas for instance tends 

towards this position; although he also admits that work has cognitive, 

communicative, and cooperative aspects.  

A perspective that clearly connects work and interaction can be found 

in Marx, who uses the concept of praxis to express this non-

distinctiveness but also in theoreticians following Marx, such as the 

Russian psychologists Leontyev. It was stressed that work first of all 

necessitates the development of consciousness and language. All 

work – as it is understood by Marx – creates or alters subjectivity; all 

work is therefore ‘immaterial’ or ‘biopolitical’ work. The rise of 



informational work that is qualified by its cognitive, communicative, 

and cooperative aspects is therefore nothing which necessitates 

rejecting Marx’s framework. 

The second objection can admit that work and communication appear 

together but are nonetheless of distinct quality insofar as the former 

is an instrumental activity whereas the second one is activity that aims 

at mutual understanding. This position is explicitly put forward by 

Habermas. He argues that we can distinct subsystems of society along 

the two types of activity – work, for instance in the economic system 

and interaction, for instance in the realm of family and friendship.  

I would however argue that interaction really characterizes the 

economic system and Marx has described this precisely as commodity 

fetishism. Briefly he means that a social relation, value, appears as a 

thing and as non-social. However it is really interaction, which is only 

mediated by things. 

We must not oppose interaction to work but should focus on how 

they interplay and their co-appearance is organized in society. Labour 

is always spent within a concrete form of social relations. We cannot 

abstract from the relations of production and solely take the 

productive forces as a base for a theoretical distinction between work 

and interaction. 

If we accept that Instrumentality and understanding are different 

aspects of being human, we must not accept that they appear in 



distinct spheres but we could argue that they appear always together. 

Is there any activity that is not at all instrumental? Certainly the 

answer depends on what is meant by instrumental. If it is a means to 

an end relation then I tend to say the answer is no. There is no such 

activity that does not aim at satisfaction of use values or needs. If 

instrumental is identified with economic efficiency as it appears in 

capitalism then we face the problem that an absolute term is 

confused with a specific socio-historic condition. 

The confusion of anthropological constants with socio-historic 

conditions is also relevant in the context of the third objection. Here 

the argument is that using social media is not work since it is not an 

unpleasant activity, it is not toil but it is fun.  

Here I would first argue from a critical perspective which retains 

utopist moments that work should not be conflated with labour. 

Alienated work exists in the realm of class society, power inequality, 

and domination on the one hand and the realm of necessity on the 

other hand. The former must not be seen as the end of history but to 

be overcome by class struggles. The latter could be at least reduced to 

a minimum by technological progress. Labour is a socio-historic 

condition of human work that is the interaction of interrelated 

humans with nature. Consequently, it is crucial not to project certain 

historic and social qualities of work into eternity. 

De-alienation means for Marx the end of specific capitalist aspects of 

work; hence the end of labour. But this also includes the end of non-



capitalist forms of alienation. De-alienation presupposes the abolition 

of private property in the means of production and the sublation of 

the division of labour. As a consequence, members of society can then 

consciously reduce working time that is necessary to foster the 

flourishing of human work.  

In such a society, free time emerges that will be used for another type 

of work that can be termed “attractive work” or “pleasurable work”. 

Humans will be able to express themselves in unlimited and manifold 

ways (fishing, hunting, thinking, being an artist and so on). Marx took 

this idea of attractive work from the utopian socialist Charles Fourier. 

Secondly, we know of current developments within capitalism where 

the boundaries between work time and spare time, labour and play, 

become unclear. Work tends to acquire qualities of play, and 

entertainment in spare time tends to become labour-like. Working 

time and spare time flow into each other.  

Discipline is transformed in such a way that humans increasingly 

discipline themselves without direct external violence. Such processes 

can for example be observed in the strategies of participatory 

management. This method promotes the use of incentives and the 

integration of play into labour. It argues that work should be fun, 

workers should permanently develop new ideas, realize their 

creativity, enjoy free time within the factory, etc. 



The question of playbour or gamification arises in two contexts: First, 

if an activity is considered as play or fun, then it is normally not 

identified being a work activity. So it poses the question if some 

activities in digital capitalism, such as using social media is a form of 

work and a subject of the labour theory of value at all.  

Second, if we assume that an activity is work but it is fun working, 

then it poses the question whether we should oppose to such work. 

This is the issue of alienation of digital work. I cannot go into the issue 

of alienation on social media but I assume that alienation and 

exploitation are intertwined. If there is exploitation there also will be 

alienation which in turn means that the play and fun aspect of work 

finally remains subsumed under the labour aspect.  

I will however go into exploitation that is the topic of the second part 

of my talk. But to conclude the first part of my talk, I would hold that 

there are good reasons to think that using social media is work. 

Consequently speaking of social media users as “prosumers” or 

“produsers” makes sense for me. 

Is the work of using social media exploited? 

Once it is accepted that using social media is a form of work, which is 

an initial controversial issue in the digital labour debate, then one can 

go on considering if this work is exploited and how exactly this 

exploitation can be imagined in the context of a Marxist labour theory 



of value. And I hope that I will learn here many interesting things how 

one can conceptualise it properly. 

 

But I will end with a crucial point for me. That is that the notion of 

exploitation, like the labour theory of value, was not invented by 

Marx; rather Marx connects here to a longstanding tradition of 

political economy and social philosophy. Marx defines the content of 

exploitation as the appropriation of surplus labour time enabled 

through the exclusion from the means of production.  

However, Marx in Capital did not only adopt the concept of 

exploitation but analysed the specific form that exploitation takes on 

in capitalism. I think the form analysis of exploitation is his innovative 

contribution.  



He maintains that in capitalism, the exploitation of the fruits of labour 

takes on a “more refined and civilized” (1867/1976, 486) form. This is 

because the work force becomes an exchangeable commodity that is 

now traded on the labour market and commodity exchange becomes 

the dominant form of social association - a form of social association 

that is mediated by things, namely commodities.  

This situation was historically established by a violent process of 

expropriation of great segments of the population that Marx called 

“primitive accumulation of capital”. On the one hand, workers - 

regardless of one’s social status are free to engage in contracts. On 

the other hand, workers are forced to engage in contracts and to sell 

their labour power on the markets to make ends meet. This “freedom 

based”, “fair”, “civilised”, and “more refined” capitalist form is 

however still a exploitation process and a structural reason for 

domination.  

One crucial question in the digital labour debate is how narrow or 

broadly productive, value creating labour is conceptualised. Concepts, 

such as the social worker/ the social factory in Post-Operaist theory, 

the collective worker, and the ‘housewifeization of work’ allow to go 

beyond wage-centric concepts of value but at the same time put into 

perspective Marx’s revision of the concept of exploitation as a specific 

capitalist form of exploitation.  

Facebook does not pay its users wages. Are they therefore not 

exploited? I tend to say that they can be seen as exploited since they 



contribute by their work to social media corporation’s owners’ wealth 

and reproduce in turn their own exclusions from the means of 

communication.  

I think although Facebook does not pay wages, it is a specific capitalist 

form of exploitation since it also presumes the mutual recognition as 

private property owners between the users and the owners of 

Facebook. Instead of a work contract there is the users’ agreement to 

the terms of use, which so to say “civilises” the exploitation. We are 

not forced to be on Facebook but in order to be socially connected it 

is a problem to be not on Facebook. 

I will leave it here and conclude my main point in the second part: I 

find it crucial for any discussion concerning Marxist labour theory of 

value to pay attention to the specific social form that things like work 

(as abstract labour), value (as exchange value), or exploitation (as 

civilized exploitation) take on in a specific condition and not to 

conflate these two levels theoretically.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


