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Background and Motivation 

¤  The information society or capitalist society? 
¤  Free or being exploited/manipulated 

¤  Online advertising and social media 
¤  Online advertising is the financial basis of the Internet and 

most commercial social media platforms 



Background and Motivation

The role of advertising in the media economy(Ofcom, 2013 Dec) 



Research Question 

¤  Theoretical research question:  

 How can Karl Marx’s theory of capitalism be used for 
understanding contemporary social media in the West and 
China? 



Research questions: 

¤  a) What do online targeted advertising mean to the 
social media companies? 

¤  b) What do people in the UK and China think about 
targeted advertising-based capitalist social media? How 
do these opinions compare to the ideologies held by 
operators? 



Answers 

¤  1. Commodity on social media and the dual character of 
the labour on social media 

¤  2. Capital accumulation on social media 

¤  3. Ideology 

¤  4. Methodology 
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Financial Data

88.7%              83.9%             85.0%

Online advertising revenues accounted for 85.6%, 76.2% and 70.3% of Renren segments 
total net revenues (excluding games segment) in 2011, 2012, 013
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Financial Data

76.8%             72.5%                  78.5%
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Commodity on social media 

¤  ‘The wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of 
production prevails appears as an “immerse collection of 
commodities”; the individual commodity appears as its 
elementary form’ (Marx, 1867, 125). 

¤  the commodity form of ‘mass-produced, advertiser-
supported communications under monopoly capitalism’ 
is ‘audiences and readerships’ (Smythe, 1997, 3). 

 



Commodity on social media 

¤  Commodity for the advertising-supported social media 
and the Internet is the users’ data 
¤  Users’ online behaviour 

¤  The time they spend online 

¤  Their personal information 

¤  Their online social connections 



Commodity on social media 

¤  Use-value  
¤  For themselves:satisfy human needs (directly as a means of 

consumption) 

¤  For operators:satisfy operators’ need (indirectly as a means 
of production) 

¤  Concrete labour 
¤  ‘with reference to use-value’, the labour contained in the 

data commodity that ‘counts only qualitatively’ is the 
concrete labour(Marx, 1867, 136) 



Commodity on social media 

¤  Exchange value 
¤  ‘exchange-value appears first of all as the quantitative 

relation, the proportion, in which use-values of one kind 
exchange for use-values of another kind’(Marx, 1867, 126) 

¤  Users’ data and advertising space      make profits 

¤  Peculiarity of information: the commercial use-value of 
those data still can serve for the social media companies to 
‘enable the exchange-value character and 
commodification of user data’(Fuchs, 2014, 258) 



Commodity on social media 

¤  Value 
¤  Value are the crystals of social substance, human labour-

power expended and accumulated in them (Marx, 1867, 
128) 

¤  Users’ labour 

¤  Abstract labour 
¤  “with reference to value”, the labour contained in the data 

commodity that “counts only quantitatively” is the abstract 
labour (Marx, 1867, 136) 

¤  Measured by the duration 



Capital accumulation on social media 

¤  The process of production and the process of circulation 

¤  “M-C-M’ is in fact therefore the general formula for 
capital, in the form in which it appears directly in the 
sphere of circulation” (Marx, 1867, 257). 

¤  Accumulation of capital means that the produced 
surplus value is (partly) reinvested/capitalized. 



Capital accumulation on social media

(Fuchs, 2014, 102)



Ideology 

¤  Definition of ideology: 
¤  a) ideology as “the general material process of production of ideas, 

beliefs and values in social life”;  
¤  b) ideology as “ideas and beliefs (whether true or false) which symbolize 

the conditions and life experiences of a specific, socially significant 
group or class’; 

¤  c) ideology as “the promotion and legitimation of the interests of such 
social groups in the face of opposing interests”; 

¤  d) ideology as the promotion and legitimation of the interests of a 
“dominant social power” and the “help to unify a social formation in 
ways convenient for its rulers”;  

¤  e) “ideology signifies ideas and beliefs which help to legitimate the 
interests of a ruling group or class specifically by distortion and 
dissimulation”; 

¤  f) ideology as the false or deceptive beliefs arising from the “material 
structure of society as a whole”; (Eagleton, 2007,28-30). 



Ideology

!! Working hypothesis: 
!! ideologies held by users are influenced controlled by the 

ideologies held by social media companies

Examine the ideologies about advertising 
held by users and operators 



Methodology 

¤  The ideologies of social media companies: 
¤  Content/discourse analysis of privacy policies, interviews, 

company statements, public talks, public relations statement, 
etc. 

¤  The ideologies of users: 
¤  Focus groups and online surveys 

¤  How people think about online advertising, digital labour, 
privacy policies of social media companies and alternatives. 



Methodology 

¤  interview questions according to these research sub-
questions: 
¤  What do they think of ads and why? 

¤  Do they know how their information is collected/used? 

¤  How good is their knowledge of the laws that govern social 
media? Do they have a desire of Law or other ways to 
handle this problem? 

¤  How much confidence do they have in the business 
practices to protect their personal information? 

¤  Issues concerning alternatives 



Methodology
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Methodology 

¤  Survey: 
¤  N=600 UK participants 

¤  N=600 China participants 

¤  Sample based on the demographic statistics of different 
social media 

¤  Questions based on the results of focus groups 

¤  Analysis software: SurveyMonkey and SPSS 
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Thank you! 




