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1. Introduction 
The present paper tries to answer an apparently simple question: granting the applicability of 
Smythe’s “audience labour” analysis (1977) on digital contests (Fuchs 2010, 2012), what is it 
that drives web 2.0 prod-users to labour for free, to be exploited and to be treated as a com-
modity sold to the advertising industry? Why do they accept to generate content that instead 
of enriching the “general intellect” becomes appropriated for the personal gain of few? Is it a 
question of “false consciousness” or Žižek’s “ideological cynicism”? 

I intend to respond to these questions by exploring the reproductive function of ideology in 
Web 2.0 media practices. I claim that the theorization of digital labour requires the explora-
tion of a multifaceted and contradictory ideological phenomenon. While producing content for 
the Web, digital labour produces (and simultaneously being a product of) a particular ideolo-
gy that informs the web 2.0 user’s consciousness. Such a worldview is at the same organic 
to the valorization and exploitation of user-generated content and propelled by a utopic thrust 
that resonates with the liberal understanding of sociability. 

Pushing against a tendency in media studies to privilege an idealist understanding of ide-
ology, this essay examines it as a material force that reproduces labour by extrapolating from 
“necessity”, an apparent “liberty” of production. I will describe such a process by drawing on 
Terranova’s notion of “free labour”, Fuchs and Sevignani’s (2013) distinction between “la-
bour” and “work”, and Bloch’s (1986) understanding of ideology. In my view, such a combina-
tion of dystopic and utopic elements reflexes the capability of this specific ideology to concili-
ate the aspect of unpaid “labouring” and the apparently emancipatory “social working” aspect 
of web 2.0 platforms. 

In order to advance my argument, I structure this paper in three main sections: the first 
one concerning digital labour; the second one exploring the ideological dimension of digital 
labour; and the third one that uses Facebook as an exemplification of such ideological dy-
namics. After an introduction to digital labour and a review of some of the central issues 
around it, the paper discusses how ideology has been conceptualized in media studies. 
Drawing on Bloch, I argue that making sense of ideology requires consistently maintaining a 
position in between material and symbolic levels, mystification and demystification, and dys-
topia and utopia. Finally, the paper looks at Facebook’s practices as an exemplification of 
such a dynamic. In fact, some Facebook users, while exploited in the unpaid production of 
content for this platform, also follow a liberal normative thrust that frames Facebook’s usage 
as a form of social work towards a better society. 
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2. Labour in the Context of Informational Capitalism 
In recent times, several scholars have tried to understand the new media environment 
through the perspective of what Castells (2000) defines as “the process of capitalist restruc-
turing undertaken since the 1980s”, otherwise called “informational capitalism” (18). Similarly 
to the notion of “post-industrial society” (Bell 1973), “information society” (Webster 2002), 
informational capitalism refers to the increasing prominence of information and communica-
tion within capitalism under conditions of globalization and rapid technological development.  

In such a new configuration, the worker becomes increasingly involved in the tasks of 
handling, distributing, and creating knowledge (Mosco and McKercher 2007; Florida 2002). 
Consequently, labour progressively undertakes relational, cognitive, imaginary and sense-
making, affective, and caring activities (Virno 2004). Such a new productive mode of produc-
tion tends to overcome the separation “between working-time and lifetime, working place and 
life place, and production and reproduction” (Morini and Fumagalli 2010, 240). 

 In the field of media studies, much of the interest about informational capitalism could be 
explained in relation to the alleged capability of new media to radically redefine the meaning 
of mass communication and blur the boundaries between the moment of production and 
moment consumption, the moment of dissemination, and reception of the message. I am 
particularly interested in the one characterized by a normative liberal thrust. In fact, one of 
those narratives depicts the mediated communication of Web 2.0 platforms as a much more 
egalitarian process, in which the audience operates at the same level of the traditional institu-
tional communicator as well as producing more space for individual expression (Napoli, 
2008). Such a perspective reverberates with a conceptualization of an (politically and social-
ly) emancipated audience who “does things with media” as opposed to “be[ing] used by me-
dia”. 

In reaction to such narrative, several scholars have scrutinized new media practices from 
the point of view of power, labour, and value creation (see eg, Arvidsson and Colleoni, 2012; 
Cohen, 2008; Dyer-Witheford 1999; Fuchs, 2010, 2012; Hesmondhalg, 2010; Margonelli 
1999; Napoli, 2008; Petersen 2008; Scholz 2008; Terranova 2004; Willmott 2010; Zwick et 
al. 2009). Concerned with the political economic of new media tendency to capture value 
outside the traditional productive process; in this section, I briefly review Fuchs’ (2010, 2012) 
contribution, the two sided notion of free labour formulated by Terranova (2004) as well as 
those concepts that resonate with the utopian and dystopian discourse that, according to 
Mosco, surrounds modern media. 

2.1. Valorising Digital Labor 

According to Scholz (2012) digital labour has become one of the key concepts in order to 
both understand the political economic environment of new media and the discussion around 
it. One of the most critical positions in such a debate states that internet has been incorpo-
rated in a dominant corporate model of capital accumulation, which is grounded on the ex-
ploitation of unpaid labour of “prod-users,” ie, the activity of creating content by users while 
involved in activaties such as blogging or social networking. I find particularly representative 
of such a discussion Fuchs’ perspective (2010, 2012). 

Fuchs (2010) applies Marxian theory of value to examine the unpaid labour of web 2.0 
users, which while constituting an important factor of production of value, remains unpaid 
and exploited. Fuchs’ essay pushes against several tendencies. On the one hand, the paper 
rejects a literature (Bell, 1973; Florida, 2002; Beck, 1992) that “negates the relevance of 
class analysis in informational society” (180). On the other hand, it reacts against the eman-
cipatory interpretation of free labour, which, as Andrejevic observes (2008), recalls the ideo-
logically loaded media studies notion of “active audience”. By contrast, the author considers 
prod-users as exploited knowledge workers, a class fraction of the multitude (Hardt and 
Negri 2000), for “in informational capitalism, knowledge has become a productive force, but 
knowledge is produced not only in corporations in the form of knowledge goods, but also in 
everyday life” (186).  



tripleC 12(2): 620–631, 2014 622     

CC: Creative Commons License, 2014. 

According to Fuchs, capital freely consumes the commons (product of natural and societal 
process such as water or education) freely created by prod-users. Drawing on Smythe’s 
seminal essay (1977), Fuchs argues that users are sold as a commodity to advertisers. 
However, if in the original analysis of TV practices, the audience only consumed media mate-
rial, in the case of new media, the audience assumes the role of producing content, being 
engaged in permanent creative activity, communication, community building, and content 
production. In conclusion, to paraphrase Jhally and Livant (1986), Fuchs critically examines 
new media by focusing on what media take out from audience (value) rather than what me-
dia are suppose to put into it (messages). 

2.2. Why Prod-Using? 

Why prod-users work for free? What drives them? Arvidsson and Colleoni (2012) would 
claim that the typical subjectivity operating with web 2.0 media tends to value affective rela-
tionship so that Facebook or YouTube users do not really reason in terms of labour but ra-
ther in terms of building and enjoying a sense of community. On the other hand, Fuchs 
(2012) provides another plausible explanation that draws on Bourdieu’s political economic 
analysis of power: if we are to acknowledge the existence and relevance of affective relations 
then, social, cultural. and symbolic capital become necessities and scarce goods. Therefore, 
one could say that prod-users are in fact compelled to “work” for new media in order to ac-
cumulate social relations (social capital), qualification, education, knowledge (cultural capi-
tal), and reputation (symbolic capital) (for instance, frequently job candidates are evaluated 
based on the their social media activity). From this point of view, affective relations can be 
effectively understood by Marxian theory of value because the effort to build them and accu-
mulate social capital requires labour time and should be understood in the general frame-
work in which ”presumption” activities (Fuchs, 2013) work in the capitalist regime of time. 

In my view, both desire of sociability and exploitation should be combined in order to ex-
plain the set of motivations that drives prod-users and that requires an understanding of ide-
ology capable of synthetizing what I consider some dualisms characterizing digital labour: 
coercion and consent, and false and “true” consciousness. Thus, in relation to the classic 
Marxist perspective according to which exploited subjects “simply don’t know,” and Žižek’s 
reformulation “they do know but they still do it”, I claim that a functionalist understanding of 
ideology—ie, stressing the instrumental function of ideology in re-producing the dominant 
relations of productions—must also consider a normative set of motivations that cannot be 
considered as completely fictitious nor completely cynical and that, in this particular case, 
resonate with (neo-)liberal ideology. 

3. Ideology as a Material and Mediating Force 
As Garnham (2000), Mosco (2011), and Miller (2011) have noticed, the great majority of 
communication and media studies have been consistently affected by a chronic dis-interest 
about labour and material production. In this sense, against a mostly idealist approach to 
ideology characterizing this field, this paper explores the role of ideology in materially repro-
ducing the conditions of production of digital labour. As I will show later on, ideology is in my 
view, what mediates two co-existing aspects in web 2.0 activities: what Fuchs and Sevignani 
would define as  “working” and “labouring” and what could be synthetized in Terranova’s 
concept of “free labour”.  

3.1. The Idealism of Ideology in Media Studies 

In the last decades, the interest in theorizing the ideological agency of media in both repro-
ducing and transforming a given society has been impelled by the seminal contributions of 
several Marxist authors. Some of those are Althusser and his theorization of media as Ideo-
logical State Apparati (1970), Gramsci’s study of cultural hegemony and the study of media 
as the most dynamic ideological force (1971), Horkheimer and Adorno’s conceptualization of 
media as culture industry that created a pervasive understanding of the world (1970), 
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Debord’s definition of capitalism as a mediatic spectacle that promotes consumer culture and 
a highly fetishized representation of social reality (1968), and finally Williams’s theorization of 
cultural materialism (1977), which, building on Gramsci and Goldman, re-positions communi-
cation at the core of material production of life.  

 Such literature should be credited to have “emancipated” media and communication pro-
cess from the superstructural/epiphenomenal condition. However, as Peck (2006), Artz, 
Maceck and Cloud (2006) and Aune (2004) claim, most of media research seems to still op-
erate within the idealist assumption that “consciousness determines social being.” In many 
instances, the interest of media scholars for ideology is more focused on the communication 
process that channels ideology rather than ideology itself. As a result, ideology is almost 
never linked to labour and material production but reduced to a “result” within the still power-
ful tradition of mass communication effects.  

 Exemplary of how media studies tend to interpret ideology is Hall’s very influential ap-
proach. According to Gunster (2004), whereas Hall initially drew from Althusser’s concept of 
Ideological State Apparati (1970) and Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony (1971), sub-
sequently his understanding significantly distanced from the other two authors. Hall in fact, 
passes from an Althusserian understanding of ideology—a highly contradictory living practice 
that in the last instance reflects the dominant relations of production—to a pluralist approach 
that describes the confrontation among competing ideologies. Thus, whereas for Althusse, 
ideology could be distinguished from science, and for Gramsci the ideologically loaded com-
mon sense had to be distinguished from a “good common sense”, for late Hall, no ideology 
has the guarantee of becoming dominant and no worldview can definitively raise (good) con-
sciousness. 

Thus, “late” Hall’s interest is not so much about the relationship between ideology and an 
alleged objective reality but rather on an ideologically constituted environment that can never 
been completely escaped. In this context, for Hall, media are involved in “the politics of signi-
fication”, and “cultural wars” (Davidson Hunter 1991), according to which media produce im-
ages of the world that not only give events particular constitutive meaning. As Hall (1982) 
puts it, “Representation is a very different notion from that of reflection. It implies the active 
work of selecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping; not merely the transmitting of 
an already-existing meaning, but the more active labour of making things mean” (64). 

As Crocteau (2002) notices, “most media scholars use ideology as a concept to under-
stand representation, focusing on how media texts signify. Therefore, they are in most cases 
prone to treat ideology in idealist terms, because the key issues regards ideas reflected on 
texts, images and semiotic codes, their interpretations, their representation, their significa-
tion: “For ideological analysis, the key is the fit between the images and words in a specific 
media text and ways of thinking about, even defining, social and cultural issues” (160). Thus, 
paradoxically enough, if for a long time Marxist scholarship had been accused of embracing 
a “crude materialism“ that anti-dialectically privileged the material over the mental/symbolic, 
the economic over the cultural (Godelier 1986), in media studies the opposite seems to be 
true. That is to say that consciousness is privileged over social being.  

However, the well-known reverse of the formula—“social being determines conscious-
ness”—cannot be accepted uncritically or without qualifications. In fact, Marx and Engels did 
not enter a conversation dominated by the Hegelian “Geist” and Kantian  “a priori” forms, to 
replace absolute idealism with absolute materialism as they argue that  “The production of 
ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activi-
ty and the material intercourse of men, the language of real life” (1977, 164). In other words, 
Marxian historical materialism does not necessarily treat ideas and consciousness as mere 
appearance of a “material essence” because they, in turn, contribute to reproducing the so-
cial being. Their intervention meant to criticize the tendencies of German contemporary theo-
rist to understand consciousness as process abstracted from the real and material processes 
of history.   

According to Marx (1977), grasping this meant acquiring superior and standpoint that 
could allow scientific explanation of socials phenomena and even prediction. Conversely, 
failing to realize such a nature of social reality and therefore abstracting it produces ideology, 
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a cognitive mistake: If in all ideology men and their circumstances appear upside down as in 
a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises just as much from their historical life process as 
the inversion of objects on the retina does from their physical life process (47). The mistake 
is not so much about giving credit to a particular ideology or a worldview as opposed to ma-
terial circumstances, but rather abstracting the former from the latter.  

Equally telling is Engels’s statement that the mistake of the subject living by an ideology is 
due to be centred in its own artefact self-referential world. Again, the problem found in it is 
not necessarily about ideas, because without ideas the architect could not be distinguished 
from the bee, but about ideas abstracted from real material conditions and relationships: 
“Ideology is a process accomplished by the so-called thinker consciously indeed but with a 
false consciousness. The real motives impelling him remain unknown to him; otherwise it 
would not be an ideological process at all. Hence he imagines false or apparent motives. 
Because it is a process of thought he derives both its form and its content from pure thought, 
either his own or his predecessors” (Letter to Mehring 1893, 2). 

So, the question then is whether a worldview driven by a historical materialist approach, 
therefore not abstracted from material conditions, could be considered as a “good” ideology, 
in other words to become aware? In a renewed passage Marx seems to suggest that, there-
fore implying an understanding of ideology that frictions with the conceptualization of ideolo-
gy as false consciousness: The distinction should always be made between the material 
transformation of the economic conditions of production [...] and the legal, political, religious, 
aesthetic, or philosophic—in short, ideological—forms in which men become conscious of 
this conflict and fight it out (Williams, 1985 157). 

Williams states (1985) that this more neutral understanding of ideology would characterize 
some important Marxist scholarship of the last century as it is exemplified by the fact that for 
Lenin key aspect of struggles translated into the clash between competing ideologies, or for 
Gramsci exists a common sense as naturalization of hegemony and good common sense. 
From the perspective that I am trying to define in this paper, ideology is understood as both: 
it is actually the mediation between awareness and the false consciousness, between theo-
retical knowledge and empirical experience because as Gramsci claims, the awareness 
about the historical and materialist nature of social reality takes place in a continuous interac-
tion with a given ideologically driven worldview and historic specific social conditions. 

Accordingly, in the historic-specific context of informational capitalism, the worldview I de-
scribe combines the Marcuse (1965) and Horkheimer and Adorno (1974) account of how late 
capitalism fuses labour and leisure time and Mosco (2005), Bloch (1986), and Jameson 
(1991) cultural diagnostics of the function of utopia. According to such view, digital workers 
do not only labour for “fun”, and the instrumental acquisition of social cultural and symbolic 
capital (Fuchs, 2012), but also are motivated by the technological utopianism that connects 
new media with the hope to regenerate civil society, Gemeinschaft, democracy and affective 
relations. In fact, by generating content, Web 2.0 users also generate subjectivity (Coté and 
Pybus, 2007) and an ideology that ethically signifies knowledge work as a kind of social work 
towards a utopic society emancipated by technology. 

In order to explain the way I understand ideology I find Eagleton’s (1991) taxonomy very 
useful. The author provides six possible ways to conceptualize ideology, from a more general 
to a more specific kind of phenomenon: first it could be defined as “general material process 
of production of ideas” (28); according to the second definition those ideas could pertain to a 
“socially significant group” (29); according to the third definition, this group may actively aim 
at the “promotion and legitimation” (29) of such an ideology; according to the fourth such a 
class project may involve  “the complicit of subordinated classes” (30); according to the fifth, 
such a project can also entail deceptive aspects such as “distortion and dissimulation” (30); 
finally according to the sixth definition, ideology may be systematically reproduced by arising 
“from the material structure of society as a whole” (30). 

In relation to such a conceptual mapping, my understanding of ideology would try to syn-
thetize different aspects of those definitions: it consists of a class-based project, which aims 
at a hegemonic ruling in the Gramscian sense, thus implying the effort to combine force and 
consent (of subordinated classes), as well as trying to symbolically and materially universal-
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izing its world view. However, from a longitudinal perspective, such a worldview cannot be 
easily tied to a class because it becomes structurally reproduced by all sorts of productive 
and consumptive practices, as in the case of commodity fetishism. Thus, in my definition, 
ideology consistently aspires to hegemony, it is the “particular” that aspires to a “general,” the 
“subjective” that aspires to the “objective”, the “explicit” that aspires to be “implicit”, and final-
ly, the “cultural” that aspires to become “natural.” 

In relation to digital labour, such a position echoes the Marxian notion of “productive con-
sumption”, in the sense that audience produces consciousness but also articulation of ideas 
by consuming commodified culture (in Nixon, 2012 443). Marx and Engels in German Ideol-
ogy (2001) maintain that the production of consciousness and the production of ideology are 
tightly linked to the concrete human activity: the production of ideas, concepts, and con-
sciousness is, first of all, directly interwoven with the material intercourse of man, the lan-
guage of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the spiritual intercourse of men, appear here as the 
direct efflux of men’s material behavior [...] Consciousness does not determine life: life de-
termines consciousness (35–36). 

However, the worker’s consciousness and his/her adoption of specific worldviews does 
not passively reflect “real life” but interacts with it and therefore, cannot be simply reduced to 
an instrumentalized epiphenomenon of productive logics. Following Bloch’s (1986) consider-
ation of the complexity of the ideological phenomenon, I would argue that the ideology of the 
prod-users is not simply “false consciousness” in the same way as consciousness is not 
simply “false ideology” because aside from its concealing of exploitation, it comprises a 
genuine desire of the community for a better society. As Kellner and O’Hara explain (1976), 
Bloch considers ideology as an ambiguous two-sided phenomenon as it encompasses dis-
tortion, mystifications, techniques of manipulation, and domination, but it also incorporates a 
utopian residue. Thus, the cognitive error of ideology and the cognitive accuracy of con-
sciousness (as opposed to false consciousness) maybe distinct but also are highly inter-
twined. In relation to my previously provided definition of ideology, it is the aspiration to be-
come holistic that allows ideology to resonate with utopia.  

In Part III of his Principle of Hope, Bloch applies his utopian reading to all sorts phenome-
na associated to ordinary life and popular mediated culture: advertisements, circus, fairy ta-
les, illustrated magazines, the cinema, and the theatre. For instance, Bloch understands all 
consumer products to take care of the body as means to transcend the material corporality of 
the body. Just like in daydreaming, ideology is characterized by the tension between past 
and future. On the one hand, it operates in a pre-existing framework of ideas and practices; 
on the other hand, when embraced by particular subjects, it becomes a projection for the 
future, an imagine of what life could be with for instance more money, with a beautiful body, 
or with a revolution. From this point of view, ideology is for Bloch a very dynamic ensemble of 
lived relations and concrete possibilities more than is more imaginary in the Lacanian sense 
than simply deceptive. 

Such a process of production of ideology and consciousness generating through the prod-
users’ activity does not take place in vacuum, but is immerged in a pre-existing ensemble of 
ideas and practices. In other words, it interacts also with previous existing worldviews that 
contribute to give meaning to both media and their usages. Drawing on Mosco (2005), I see 
in media practices, both the resurgence of a liberal public sphere ideology that tries to colo-
nize all social experiences (Negt and Kluge, 1993) and the assertion of a technological uto-
pianism that equates hi-tech progress with social progress and that consistently manifests 
with the introduction of (relatively) new means of communication.  

So how does this interaction between “practical consciousness” and practical activity more 
concretely function? In the next section, I try to clarify that with the idea that ideology medi-
ates between two distinct but interconnected aspects of Web 2.0 activity: unpaid labouring 
and social working. 
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3.2. Free Labour as Working and Labouring 

By the review just considered, I meant to point out how in media studies ideology tends to be 
treated in idealist ways. Conversely, I want to approach ideology by the same question Al-
thusser poses in his essay on Ideological State Apparati (1970), as a question about material 
“re-production of the conditions of production” (1). In the specific case of user-generated con-
tent this implies considering how to reproduce that specific subjectivity that drives a Web 2.0 
users to accept a condition of unpaid and exploited labour. 

I believe that the Terranova’s (2004) notion of free labour points to one of those ideologi-
cal conditions of reproduction of the system of valorization of prod-users, that is a production 
of the production of consciousness and ideology to understand the consensual reproductive 
aspects of digital labouring and the production of neoliberal hegemony. In fact, such a 
framework allows combining the objective element of exploitation and the subjective element 
of consciousness and ideology. 

In the specific context of digital labour, the reproductive function of ideology reveals itself 
in its capability of conciliating the exploitative and the normative aspect of “free labour”. More 
than a decade ago, Terranova (2000) published an influential essay that tried to make sense 
of the media practices of Internet users. According to the author, the so-called “net slaves” 
were exemplar of the so-called digital economy. In relation to idealist tendency previously 
mentioned in media studies, Terranova (2000) finds in Internet more than ideas, but a place 
“animated by cultural and technical labor through and through, a continuous production of 
value that is completely immanent to the flows of the network society at large” (35). The In-
ternet is materially arranged in “out-ternet” “the network of social, cultural, and economic re-
lationships that crisscrosses and exceeds the Internet—surrounds and connects the latter to 
larger flows of labour, culture, and power” (34). 

The objective of Terranova is to map a conceptual and material territory that stands in be-
tween production and consumption, exploitation, and a promise of liberations. It is a concept 
that tried to mediate apparent dualism. In fact, echoing the autonomist Janus faced position, 
free labour “has something of a double meaning” (Hesmondhalg, 2010, 273). It refers to un-
paid work, but, in line with Terranova’s explicitly autonomist sympathies, it also refers to the 
way in which labour cannot be fully controlled, because of capital’s continuing and problem-
atic reliance on it. On the other hand, drawing from Hardt, Negri, Lazzarato, and Virno seem 
also to implicitly believe that immaterial labour can provide the social pre-conditions for a 
spontaneous form of communism. Thus “free labour” is both captive and (potentially) free.  

Terranova tries to make sense of a historic specific reality that presupposes the existence 
of Internet and the post-fordist capitalist mode of production. However, in my view, her intui-
tion goes further than that and speaks about a dialectical way to conceive human productive 
activity. In this sense, Fuchs and Sevignani (2013) spell in very clear ways the dialectical 
aspects of producing. With their investigation on how Marx (and Engels) conceives human 
practical activity, they suggest the need to distinguish between “labour” and “work”. Fuchs 
and Sevignani’s contribution can clarify the two aspects of free labour in the digital environ-
ment. They distinguish the two concepts as follows: “Labour is a necessarily alienated form 
of work, in which humans do not control and own the means and results of production. Work 
in contrast is a much more general concept common to all societies. It is a process in which 
humans in social relations make use of technologies in order to transform nature, culture and 
society in such a way that goods and services are created that satisfy human needs” (240). 

 The two authors point out how productive work seems to be an inherent characteristic of 
human beings, which then develop differently according to different social and historical con-
texts. However, work is not simply the general “anthropological” conceptualization of human 
productive activity. In relation to how historically labour developed in capitalist societies, work 
remains as more positive alternative. In fact, if it is true that in the Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts Marx says that one major alienation is both from the worker’s own work and own 
product of work, then work, is understood not only as necessity due to the inherent scarcity 
that characterizes our material environment, but also as a chance of human expression and 
signification, a chance to make of the product into signified matter. Instead waged labour 
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appears as alienated work, the denial of the latter. Thus, one can find a dialectic unity of al-
ienation and emancipation, which seems to be inherent in how human practical activity his-
torically developed in capitalist societies. 

In the concrete social relations that surround digital labour, working and labouring are in 
fact synthetized: on the one hand, the web 2.0 user is unpaid, alienated from his/her own 
product and from the work process and becomes a commodity sold to the advertising indus-
try; on the other hand the Web 2.0 user is a social worker that constructs his/her own identify 
by constructing the social environment around but also is driven by the idea of digital citizen-
ship and the fact the content that he/she produce has a social  and political value. Thus, the 
web 2.0 user is alienated by his/her unpaid labouring but feels emancipated by his/her social 
working. As I will show in the next section Facebook eloquently exemplifies such a condition.  

4. Face to Face with Facebook 
Since its first formulations, Liberalism has consistently been capable of fusing together a 
political and an economic project. When, for instance, Milton in his manifesto of 1644 Aero-
pagitica demanded a “free market of good and ideas” implied that the liberalization of the 
market and the public sphere were tightly connected. In fact, the link between the two as-
pects is so profound that both in the public and academic discourse the market frequently 
becomes metaphor for democracy and democracy becomes a metaphor for the market.  

In this sense, communication technology has very often embodied such a link in powerful 
ways. Facebook is a perfect example, as its rhetoric intermeshes together political and eco-
nomic arguments. Kushner in a Rolling Stone article applauded Facebook in terms of “citi-
zen” and “consumer” choice (2006): “the long epoch of top-down culture […] is fading faster 
than anyone predicted. The more vibrant world is bottom up, powered by the people.” As 
Cohen notices (2008), innovations in information and communication technology tend to be 
accompanied by the teleological narratives of progress and human perfectibility. 

Indeed, Facebook reflects the liberal normative social projects to liberate men through the 
market, through Smith’s public use of instrumental and individualist reason, through technol-
ogy and communication represent. Those are all facets of the liberal discourse/ideology of 
modernity (Passerin and Benhabib, 1997). They are at same time ideological fictions but also 
relevant promises that have historically mobilized people for quite some time now and they 
still operate through the utopia of media as technological promises of human comprehension 
and social pacification. The exemplification of such a complex sentiment is provided by one 
of the most popular Web 2.0 platforms, Facebook, that indeed combines both exploitative 
and utopic aspects of media.   

On the one hand, Facebook outsources and crowd-sources the work of media production 
through the producer-consumer, a practice of cost reducing that not accidentally coincided 
with rising layoffs in media industries (Deuze 2007). As Huws notices (2003) the exploitative 
aspect of unpaid labour in new media comes from a general tendency of capital to offload 
labour cost onto consumers juts like on the case of self service gasoline stations, ATM, gro-
cery check out which “burden the consumers of unpaid labour” (69). Such a system of exploi-
tation of prod-users has in the case of Facebook exhibited itself rather explicitly as in the 
case of the program Facebook Diaries (Cohen 2008), which asks Facebook users to send 
stories and therefore “participate” to a contest that rewards the best stories by broadcasting 
them on TV. 

On the other hand, as Kessler (2007) notices, Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook, con-
sistently utilizes rhetoric of novelty, social change, and promise of social amelioration through 
media technology, which, in its clear instrumentality, also resonates with genuine existing 
democratic sentiments. In the Facebook “manifesto,” (2007) the founder describes the “social 
mission“ of the platform as it follows: 

 
Facebook aspires to build the services that give people the power to share and help them 
once again transform many of our core institutions and industries […] We believe building 
tools to help people share can bring a more honest and transparent dialogue around 
government that could lead to more direct empowerment of people, more accountability 
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for officials and better solutions to some of the biggest problems of our time. By giving 
people the power to share, we are starting to see people make their voices heard on a 
different scale from what has historically been possible. These voices will increase in 
number and volume. They cannot be ignored. Over time, we expect governments will be-
come more responsive to issues and concerns rose directly by all their people rather than 
through intermediaries controlled by a select few (1). 

 
Zuckerberg’s rhetorical arguments makes leverage on the technologic utopianism which re-
covers liberal ideology through the reassertion of the public sphere and Kantian publicity, 
which is represented in the text by both the use of reason in public and the idea of political 
power under public scrutiny. Such a rhetoric is also conveyed by a more general narrative of 
new media, which are often described as “Web 2.0”, “social media”, “participatory media”, 
“citizen journalism”, “user generated content”, “user driven innovation”, or “social software”. 
Such a civic consciousness ultimately re-articulates in terms of “ethical work” and “ethical 
citizenship” the (neo-)liberal ideological fiction of a civic society not ruled by the state as ex-
ternal apparatus but by the market as an internal, ethical, self-sufficient, and self-balancing 
system.  

Such a normative thrust is not simply present in the rhetoric of its founder but also in the 
daily practices of Facebook users. Aside the significant aspect of management impression 
according which users utilize this platform to construct, negotiate, and reproduce a given 
identity, many users understand the function of “sharing” links and content as a way to estab-
lish a platform for discussion of matter of public interests, to sensitize specific issues. Fur-
thermore, as the study conducted by DeRosa (2013) confirms, people use web 2.0 platform 
in order to construct a new utopic understanding of citizenship, a digital citizenship that re-
interpret democratic deliberation as “e-democracy”. As Dean (2009) observes social media 
are less places enhancing critical debate than platforms devoted to corporate profit. Howev-
er, as I tried to demonstrate they also work as platforms that provide an ideological rationali-
zation and moralization of “free labour” because they produce the impression of subjective 
visibility and social and political agency.  

Thus, as Bloch recognizes, although often mirroring “how the ruling class wishes the 
wishes of the weak to be” (1986a: 13), the ideologies in Facebook can also provide a ‘transi-
tion’ stage and display a drive towards a better life, and real possibilities to transform socie-
ties. In Facebook, Bloch (2004, 40) would probably find two different utopia-informed ideolog-
ical aspects. First, via Facebook users embrace what Bloch defines as “wish-fulfillment” as-
pects, which consist in the elimination of the roots of human un-happiness such as the “arca-
na imperii” characteristic of power, the alienation and social solipsism allegedly characteriz-
ing modern mass societies. The second utopian aspect Bloch would find operates by “con-
structing” (40) the utopia; in the case of Facebook, by contributing to re-arrange labour, so-
cial organization, civic order, and what Aristotle defined as Politeia.  

The apparent openness of Facebook to whatever content or community organization 
would appear as promise of the reality “not yet” realized. The “anticipatory consciousness” 
(Bloch, 1986) of Facebook users perceives the unrealized emancipatory potential in Face-
book. Indeed, as already mentioned, Facebook is far from being a public sphere for critical 
thinking but in such an environment the users experience the ideological surplus value of the 
bourgeois notion of citizenship with its individual rights, civil liberties, and actively engaged 
autonomy expressed something more than mere legitimation and apologetics for bourgeois 
institutions and practices.  

Thus, what the example of Facebook points out is an ambiguous reality. On the one hand, 
Facebook can and should be considered as further rationalization, colonization, and com-
modification of the Lebenswelt. On the other, the fact that our private sphere becomes a 
commodity that is a sold in a particular market makes that market as a Miltonian liberal arena 
in which, aside from goods, ideas can, wishful-thinkingly enough, move freely. As a result, 
the unpaid and exploited labour of generating content also gives the impression of a social 
working towards a more democratically progressive society. 
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5. Conclusions 
According to Sartre (1976), practical human activity represents the most concrete experience 
of dialectics. The inherent condition of scarcity of our world, ie, the fact that there is not 
enough for everybody, stands as a fundamental negation of the human existence, which is in 
turn negated by way of praxis, our work. Productive praxis expresses for Sartre a statement 
of human emancipation. However, the negation of the negation, this positive act of human 
self-liberation contained in praxis, should also be understood in the continuous and inescap-
able production of its antithesis: an inertia produced by the traces of mine and somebody 
else praxis that go against my objectives.  

   In this sense, this paper tried to point how digital labour dialectically contains both the 
subjective dimension of purposeful and potentially emancipatory work and the objective con-
dition of unpaid labour, generating content valorized for the benefit of others. Thus, the prac-
tical experience of digital labour may reproduce in the consciousness and the ideology of the 
Web 2.0 such a dialectical experience of making things: a never-ending process of subjectiv-
ization and objectification, appropriation and alienation, estrangement and partial reconnec-
tion, coercion and consent. In fact, what is being produced in the process of generation of 
content is not just a “update of Facebook status” but also a particular understanding of the 
world that simultaneously contributes to reproduce the condition of production of content, ie, 
of valorization and monetization of digital labour, and aspires to realize a social political pro-
ject such as the liberal one. 

Such a consciousness is not plainly false, but is rather contradictory. On the one hand, as 
Althusser would say, the consciousness generated during the productive consumption of 
Web 2.0 users "represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of 
existence” (1970, 52) because the moralized mimicry of social working, while generating con-
tent, hides dimension exploitation, therefore a level false consciousness. On the other hand, 
prod-users ‘consciousness and ideology seem to draw from existing genuine desires mediat-
ed by what Mosco considers as technological utopianism (2005), an (neo-)liberal under-
standing of knowledge work as social work in post Welfarist context, and the prod-users’ ra-
tional motivation to accumulate social, cultural and symbolic capital. 

To conclude, this paper has certainly not tried to suggest that informational capitalism is 
“ambiguously bad”. Indeed, this mode of production is bad enough as it still functions with the 
perverse logic of socializing production and privatizing the gain from that. Capitalism must be 
overcome and the intellectual wealth produced by knowledge workers gathered into com-
mons, become a collective resource. The “moral of the story” of this paper is in many ways a 
caveat: the subsumption process of capital is strong enough to produce utopic and moralized 
aspects of it; strong enough to produce aspects of emancipatory work within exploited labor. 
Thus, as many dialectical narratives do, mine suggests that if are theoretically able to distin-
guish destructive and constructive aspects in human practical activity, in the concrete histori-
cal experience, the desired replacement of alienated labour with liberatory and self-
expressive work may not be as straightforward and linear as we may think. 
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