


Digital Capitalism 

This third volume in Christian Fuchs’s Media, Communication and Society book series 
illuminates what it means to live in an age of digital capitalism, analysing its various 
aspects, and engaging with a variety of critical thinkers whose theories and 
approaches enable a critical understanding of digital capitalism for media and 
communication. 

Each chapter focuses on a particular dimension of digital capitalism or a critical 
theorist whose work helps us to illuminate how digital capitalism works. Subjects 
covered include: digital positivism; administrative big data analytics; the role and 
relations of patriarchy, slavery, and racism in the context of digital labour; digital 
alienation; the role of social media in the capitalist crisis; the relationship between 
imperialism and digital labour; alternatives such as trade unions and class struggles in 
the digital age; platform co-operatives; digital commons; and public service Internet 
platforms. It also considers specific examples, including the digital labour of Foxconn 
and Pegatron workers, software engineers at Google, and online freelancers, as well 
as considering the political economy of targeted-advertising-based Internet platforms 
such as Facebook, Google, YouTube, and Instagram. 

Digital Capitalism illuminates how a digital capitalist society’s economy, politics, and 
culture work and interact, making it essential reading for both students and researchers in 
media, culture, and communication studies, as well as related disciplines.  

Christian Fuchs is a critical theorist of communication and society. He is co-editor of 
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13.1 Digital Capitalism  
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13.5 Alternatives to Digital Capitalism   

This chapter draws conclusions from the twelve preceding chapters on a meta-level. 
This book has asked: what is digital capitalism? It has illuminated what it means to live 
in digital capitalism. It has presented analyses of economic, political, and ideological 
aspects of digital capitalist society. It has engaged with the thought of a variety of 
critical thinkers whose theories and approaches enable a critical understanding of 
digital capitalism, including Karl Marx, Theodor W. Adorno, Henri Lefebvre, Georg 
Lukács, Dallas Smythe, and Friedrich Engels. 

13.1 Digital Capitalism 

Capitalism is not simply an economic system, but a social totality, societal formation, 
and type of society. The economy plays an important role in capitalist society but the 
latter cannot be reduced to it. Each social system has its own economy, which means 
that social production plays an important role. In capitalism, the logic of accumulation, 
alienation, alienated labour, and class relations play a role in all aspects of life and 
society. Marx was aware of the dialectic of economy and society in capitalism, which 
is why he referred to capitalism as economic mode of production and as capitalist 
society. Class, labour, and exploitation are not the determining aspects of capitalist 
society, but all aspects of capitalist society stand in a relation to and are shaped by, 
conditioned by, and intertwined with class, labour, and exploitation. 

The capitalist economy is a class system, in which workers produce commodities with the 
help of means of production that are the private property of members of the capitalist 
class. These commodities are sold on commodity markets so that profit is achieved and 
capital can be accumulated. Class relations where capital exploits labour are a key feature 
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of the capitalist economy. Workers are alienated from the conditions of production in class 
society because they do not own the means of production and the products of their labour. 

The logic of accumulation is not limited to the realm of the economy but extends into 
the political and cultural realms. We can therefore speak of capitalist society. 
Capitalism is a type of society where the mass of humans is alienated from the 
conditions of economic, political, and cultural production, which means that they do 
not control the conditions that shape their lives, which enables privileged groups’ 
accumulation of capital in the economy, decision-power in politics, and reputation, 
attention, and respect in culture. Alienation in the economy means the dominant class’ 
exploitation of the working class’ labour. Alienation in non-economic systems means 
domination, that is, one group’s benefits at the expense of other groups via means of 
control such as state power, ideology, and violence. In capitalism, we find the accu-
mulation of capital in the economy, the accumulation of decision-power and influence 
in politics, and the accumulation of reputation, attention, and respect in culture. The 
key aspect is not that there is growth, but that there is the attempt of the dominant 
class and dominant groups to accumulate power at the expense of others who as a 
consequence have disadvantages. Capitalist society is therefore based on an economic 
antagonism of exploitation between classes and social antagonisms of domination. 

Digital capitalism is the dimension of capitalist society where processes of the ac-
cumulation of capital, decision-power, and reputation are mediated by and organised 
with the help of digital technologies and where economic, political, and cultural 
processes result in digital goods and digital structures. Digital labour, digital capital, 
the digital means of production, political online communication, digital aspects of 
protests and social struggles, ideology online, and influencer-dominated digital culture 
are some of the features of digital capitalism. In digital capitalism, the accumulation of 
capital and power is mediated by digital technologies. There are economic, political, 
and cultural-ideological dimensions of digital capitalism. Digital capitalism is an an-
tagonistic dimension of society, a dimension that stands for how the economic class 
antagonism and the social relations of domination are shaped by and shape digitali-
sation. Digital capitalism’s antagonisms are the class antagonism between digital 
labour and digital capital, the political antagonism between digital dictators and digital 
citizens, and the cultural antagonism between digital ideologues and digital humans. 

Big data analytics and computational social science have emerged as a new paradigm 
in research. This paradigm is a form of digital positivism (see chapter 7) that fetishizes 
quantification. It is a type of instrumental reason, what Georg Lukács characterises as 
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reification (see chapter 5), and what Engels criticises as naïve materialism (see section 
3.2 in chapter 3). The danger is that computer science colonises the social sciences 
and leaves no space and time for critical theory, social theory, and philosophy. The 
main danger of the computational social science is that it makes the social sciences 
uncritical and turns them into administrative sciences. Ethics, morals, critique, theory, 
emotions, affects, motivations, worldviews, interpretations, political assessments, 
power, social struggles, contradictions love, sadness, happiness, (dis)respect, (in)jus-
tice, solidarity, etc. cannot be properly understood by purely or predominantly quan-
titative methods. 

Critical digital and social media research is the alternative to digital positivism (see 
chapter 7). It combines critical digital theory, critical digital methods, and critical-realist 
social media research ethics. Critical theories of society play an important role as guiding 
approach of critical digital and social media research. The latter approach uses critical, 
creative, and experimental methods that combine aspects of quantitative data with a 
qualitative understanding of humans’ motivations, experiences, interpretations, norms, 
and values; and it interprets the world with the help of critical theories and philosophy. 

We can learn from critical theory and from critical theorists such as Marx, Engels, 
Lefebvre, Lukács, and Adorno that we should think dialectically about digital tech-
nologies in society. Digitalisation advances new potentials for the creation of a good, 
democratic, socialist, humanist society but under class and dominative relations often 
has negative impacts on society. For example, Henri Lefebvre sees on the one hand the 
potentials of computing to deepen class contradictions and on the other hand its 
potential to make the end of toil possible (see chapter 5). 

13.2 Economic Aspects of Digital Capitalism 

Digital capitalism’s economy is the realm where digital commodities are produced and 
sold. Digital capital is produced and accumulated based on a variety of models that 
together form the digital culture industry (see chapter 4). These models are based on 
the commodity that is produced and sold. Digital commodities include digital content, 
software, digital finance, computing hardware, access to digital networks, targeted 
online ads, commodities sold in e-shops, services sold via online platforms, goods 
rented out via apps and online platforms, access to collections of digital resources 
such as entertainment, and the combination of various digital commodities. 
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Digital labour is organised as a class relation between digital workers and digital 
capitalism on a global scale, the international division of digital labour (see chapter 
11). Capitalists aim to maximise their profits by minimising labour costs in the inter-
national division of labour. 

Transnational digital corporations exploit a variety of digital labour that create different 
interacting digital goods and services. For example, Apple in its production of iPhones 
exploits mineral extractors in Africa, hardware assemblers at Foxconn and Pegatron in 
China, software and hardware engineers, and a variety of service workers (see chapter 11; 
section 2.3.3 in chapter 2). Other forms of digital labour we have encountered in this book 
are users’ unpaid digital labour of using targeted-advertising-based online platforms such 
as Facebook and Google (section 2.3.6 in chapter 2; chapter 6; chapter 8), play labour at 
Google (section 2.3.4 in chapter 2), precarious platform labour performed by freelancers 
via apps and Internet platforms such as Uber, DiDi, Deliveroo, Fiverr, Upwork, or 
Freelancer (section 2.3.5. in chapter 2). Such forms of labour interact in the international 
division of labour. For example, software engineers and digital freelancers use computers 
that are created by the labour of miners in Africa and Chinese hardware assemblers. 
Freelancers make use of software and platforms programmed by software engineers. The 
international division of digital labour encompasses the whole mode of digital production 
that contains a network of agricultural, industrial, and informational forms of work that 
enables the existence and usage of digital media. The international division of digital 
labour is a complex network that involves global interconnected processes of exploitation, 
such as the exploitation of Congolese slave-miners who extract minerals that are used as 
the physical foundation for information and communication technology (ICT) components 
that are manufactured by millions of highly exploited Fordist wage-workers in factories 
such as Foxconn, low-paid software engineers in India, highly paid and highly stressed 
software engineers at Google and other Western software and Internet corporations, or 
precarious freelancers in the world’s global cities who are using digital technologies to 
create and disseminate culture, poisoned eWaste workers who disassemble ICTs and 
thereby come in touch with toxic materials, etc. 

Dallas Smythe’s concepts of the audience commodity and audience labour help ex-
plaining how value-generation works on ad-financed social media platforms (see 
chapter 6). The difference between the audience commodity in broadcasting and on 
social media is that in the online world we find user-generated content (prosumption, 
productive consumption), constant surveillance of the Internet users that allows tar-
geting and personalising ads, and algorithmic auctions (see chapter 6). 
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Unwaged labour plays an important role in digital capitalism. Kylie Jarrett argues that 
Facebook users are digital workers who are unwaged just like houseworkers (see 
chapter 10). Jack Qiu shows that slavery is not a past form of exploitation, but con-
tinues to exist in digital capitalism. For example, slavery can be found in African mines 
where slaves at gunpoint extract minerals that form the physical foundation of the 
hardware of computing and communication equipment (see chapter 10). 

13.3 Political Aspects of Digital Capitalism 

Social struggles in capitalism are organised around antagonisms between digital 
commodities and the digital commons in the economy, digital authoritarianism and 
digital democracy in politics, and digital hatred/division/ideology and digital friendship 
in culture (see table 1.4 in chapter 1 and section 5.4.2 in chapter 5 on Henri Lefebvre). 

Digital socialism begins and develops through class struggles of digital workers. If the 
labour movement and trade unions do not succeed in engaging and organising on 
issues such as digital labour, domestic labour, unpaid labour, freelance labour, 
crowdsourcing, platform labour, consumer labour, the labour of Internet users, privacy, 
digital surveillance, consumer protection, slave labour, etc., and if they do not see 
these issues as key to labour struggles, these movements commit suicide. In digital 
capitalism, strikes need to add new digital dimensions of struggles in order to be 
effective. Unions and labour movements should be present on social media and should 
mobilise and organise via social media and communicate their goals using hashtags, 
video platforms, social networking sites, messenger apps, blogs, memes, digital 
images, digital animations, etc. Digital corporations such as Google, Facebook, and 
Amazon accumulate capital online, which is why digital strikes against such companies 
should make use of user-boycotts. 

13.4 Ideological Aspects of Digital Capitalism 

Theodor W. Adorno’s F-scale and concept of authoritarianism help us to understand 
and analyse digital authoritarianism, the communication of authoritarianism on the 
Internet (see chapter 4). An example is the way of how Donald Trump used the social 
media platforms Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram (see chapter 4 on the use of Adorno 
use for analysing Trump and ideology online; section 3.2 in chapter 3 on Lukács) until 
his accounts were banned in January 2021 after his followers had stormed the US 
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Capitol. Digital right-wing authoritarianism involves the online communication of top- 
down leadership, nationalism, the friend/enemy-scheme, violence, and law-and-order 
politics. Digital authoritarianism is an ideology that helps distracting attention from the 
real causes of society’s problems and the roles of class, exploitation, and domination 
in these problems. 

Digital fascism means the communication of fascism online as well as fascist groups’ 
and individuals’ use of digital technologies as means of information, communication, 
and organisation. Fascism is a particular form of right-wing authoritarianism that aims 
at killing the identified enemies by the use of violence, terror, and war. In digital 
fascism, fascists make use of digital technologies for trying to advance violence, terror, 
and war as means for the establishment of a fascist society. The scapegoats that 
fascist ideology constructs and against whom it agitates online include, for example, 
immigrants, socialists, liberals, intellectuals, experts, and democrats (see section 9.5 in 
chapter 9). 

Digital ideology not just means ideology on the Internet but also ideology of the digital, 
that is, the digital as ideology. Digital ideology conveys the impression that computing 
with necessity brings about certain changes of society that cannot be undone or 
stopped. As a consequence, digital ideology with is fetishistic aura of novelty, speed, 
and pseudo-radicalness that distracts attention from class, exploitation, domination, 
and other social relations. Big data fetishism is an example of digital ideology. The 
ideology of big data assumes that data is the new oil and is bringing about a radically 
novel society (see section 3.4 in chapter 3; see also section 9.4 in chapter 9). But big 
data is embedded into capitalist relations, into big data capitalism as aspect of digital 
capitalism. 

Cultural, media, and creative digital labour appears to be less reified and alienated 
than manual labour, but is often organised as precarious labour that does not provide 
adequate social, job, and income securities. Such workers form a relatively new 
stratum of the working class that is highly exploited and confronted with the ideology 
that their labour is fun and self-determined. Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello have in 
this context coined the notion of the new spirit of capitalism, a kind of reified class 
consciousness of cultural, media, and digital workers in the age of digital capitalism 
(see section 3.3 in chapter 3 and section 2.3.4 in chapter 2). 

Fake news online is another aspect of ideology in the age of digital capitalism. Fake 
news is as old as the tabloid press, but in the online world fake news can spread 
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quickly, can be individually targeted, and it is often hard to distinguish if online be-
haviour in the context of fake news is conducted by humans or algorithms. Right-wing 
movements try to make use of social media for spreading their propaganda and 
challenging socialist and liberal political positions and worldviews online. They not just 
use bots and traditional lobbying methods online, but often also resort to threats, 
bullying, and hate speech. 

13.5 Alternatives to Digital Capitalism 

There are two major alternatives to digital capital (see section 2.4 in chapter 2): on the 
one hand, the renewal of the movement of co-operatives and self-managed companies 
in the form of platform co-operatives, that is, Internet platforms that are self-managed 
by users and digital workers; and on the other hand, the creation of public Internet 
platforms through a network of public service media. Many platform co-operatives do 
not make it from concept to reality and many soon disappear again. 

Digital socialism is the democratic and humanist alternative to digital capitalism. 
Digital capital is organised and acts globally. Workers, political regulation, and poli-
tical groups are in contrast predominantly confined to the national level. Marx and 
Engels argued that struggles for alternatives require internationalism and called for the 
workers of all lands to unite in a political movement. In order to establish democratic 
digital socialism as alternative to digital capitalism, the digital workers of all countries 
have to unite in an international trade digital labour union and a political movement.  
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