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Abstract 
This paper argues for the necessity of a critical approach to communication policy 

research in order to generate insights into the role of policy in what C. Edwin Baker 
termed the distribution of communicative power. I insist on the need to link the study of 
communication policy to the critical study of the political economy of communication, 
which is precisely concerned with the distribution of communicative power. As an 
example of how a critical approach to policy research that is informed by a critical 
political economy of communication can, in fact, contribute to a practical, political 
project, this paper considers how such a critical approach could transform the growing 
research into the political economy of “digital labor” into a political project. Digital labor 
research has provided critical insight into the relationship between digital media 
companies and digital media users and has specifically helped clarify the unequal 
distribution of communicative power between those companies and users. However, that 
research has not closely examined the role of policy in structuring the relationship 
between digital media companies and digital media users. Critical communication policy 
research can transform digital labor theory into a political project aimed at creating a 
more equitable distribution of digital communicative power. The focus is on the policies 
that affect the distribution of power to consume digital content — conceptualized as 
digital audience labor. The policy context considered is the U.S.  
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Introduction 

In this paper, I argue for the necessity of a critical approach to communication 

policy research in order to generate insights into the role of policy in what C. Edwin 

Baker termed the distribution of communicative power. I attempt to show that a critical 

approach to communication policy research specifically based on a critical understanding 

of the political economy of communication provides a way to make critical research 

practical in the way that administrative research by its vey nature is understood to be. The 

primary difference is that the practical use of critical policy research is not in 

administering the status quo but rather in understanding the role of policy in the creation 

of communicative power relations. This is both critical and practical knowledge, but 

practical only in relation to a critical view of society. The fundamental issue, then, is not 

the nature of research; it the distribution of social power. It is for that reason that I insist 

on the need to link the study of communication policy to the critical study of the political 

economy of communication, which is precisely concerned with the distribution of 

communicative power. That critical approach to communication policy research enables 

the development of a communication policy framework that highlights policy choices as 

choices about the distribution of communicative power — a critical communication 

policy framework. 

However, more than a simple connection between the study of communication 

policy and the political economy of communication is needed. Two decades ago, Mueller 

(1995) argued that the political economy of communication was a missing link between 

communication studies and communication policy. Making the connection Mueller called 

for will not contribute to the political project I have in mind, as Mueller’s understanding 
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of the political economy of communication does not take the treatment of communicative 

processes as processes of capital circulation and accumulation as the fundamental 

question. A critical political economy of communication is the necessary theoretical basis 

for critical communication policy research, but there are still open questions at the core of 

the critical political economy of communication. I have raised some of those questions 

elsewhere (Nixon 2012; 2014). In this paper, I briefly work through some of those 

questions of political economy in the process of describing how one aspect of the critical 

political economy of communication can provide the basis for a critical communication 

policy framework: digital labor theory. 

There is a growing body of research into the political economy of digital labor, 

which is concerned with the role of digital media users in the processes of capitalizing on 

digital communication. Digital labor research has provided critical insight into the 

relationship between digital media companies and digital media users and has specifically 

helped clarify the unequal distribution of communicative power between those companies 

and users. However, that research has not been explicitly connected to a communication 

policy agenda that takes the implications of its critical theorizing and analysis as the basis 

for a practical, political project. In this paper, I attempt to begin that process by outlining 

a communication policy framework derived from an understanding of the critical political 

economy of communication, focused on the theory of digital media use as valuable 

digital labor. Within that perspective, I focus more narrowly on digital audience labor, 

which I have argued must be seen as a specific aspect of digital labor (Nixon 2014). I 

attempt to show that critically examining the nature of communicative power through the 

concept of audience labor can serve a practical purpose in that it can provide reasons for 
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making specific communication policy decisions. In fact, the communication policy 

framework I outline on the basis of an understanding of the political economy of digital 

audience labor is largely comprised of issues that have long been the subject of debate. I 

seek to unify these issues around a central concern for the distribution of communicative 

power in relation to audience activities of cultural consumption and meaning-making. 

Critical Communication Research and Communication Policy 

I argue for a distinctly critical approach to communication policy research 

because I take a critical view of society and the distribution of social power and, 

therefore, consider it necessary to understand the role of communication policy in the 

distribution of communicative power (Baker 2007). Critical research, as Lazarsfeld points 

out, is concerned with “the total historical situation” in which the research is undertaken 

(Lazarsfeld [1941] 2004, 169). Four decades after Lazarsfeld’s essay on the differences 

between administrative and critical research, Smythe and Van Dinh (1983) argued that, 

indeed, it is not just the research problems and methods chosen that differentiate 

administrative from critical research but also the ideological orientation of the researcher. 

For Smythe and Van Dinh, critical research involves investigation into critical problems 

with the use of critical tools from a critical ideological perspective. The critical 

ideological perspective specifically involves an interpretation of the results of the 

analysis with an eye toward radical social change. Melody and Mansell also argued that a 

researcher’s stance toward society was the defining characteristic: allegiance is either to 

the status quo or to “changes in existing political and economic institutionalized power 

relations (Melody and Mansell 1983, 109-110). The perspective I take toward research is 

a critical one, seeking social change, and that is why I consider the relationship between 
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critical political economy and critical policy research to be important. The critical 

political economy of communication provides a theoretical framework for understanding 

the existing distribution of communicative power and the role of communication policy 

in creating it and for interpreting the results of policy analysis in a way that points toward 

the policies that could contribute to a more equitable distribution of communicative 

power. In this paper, I identify critical policy research in these terms —in particular, the 

connection between research and social change.  

Smythe and Van Dinh (1983) and Melody and Mansell (1983) both point to 

critical political economy of communication research as a critical approach that provides 

a means to analyze communication policy, with Melody and Mansell providing a more 

detailed consideration of the potential contribution of critical research to policy research. 

For Smythe and Van Dinh, critical communication research is also practical research in 

that it has “the explicit objective of substantially changing the institutional framework,” 

including policies (Smythe and Van Dinh 1983, 124). Melody and Mansell also point to 

“institutional structures” as the necessary object of critical research that can contribute to 

social change through policy decisions (Melody and Mansell 1983, 110-111). The 

institutional framework or structure of communication is recognizable as the accepted 

domain of critical political economy of communication research. But Melody and 

Mansell also criticize critical research into the institutional structure of communication 

for failing to point toward social change (110). I would consider this a reversal of 

Mueller’s statement about the need to link political economy and policy, with Melody 

and Mansell seeming to say that policy is the missing link between critical political 

economy of communication research and the reality of communicative power: 
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“Opportunities and threats for changes in the distribution of power arise through policy 

issues, broadly defined, and are directed by policy decisions. […] The first step for any 

policy researcher must be to examine the structure of power relations” (Melody and 

Mansell 1983, 112). In this paper, I attempt to build on that argument to demonstrate how 

critical political economy research that examines relations of communicative power can 

contribute to a practical, political project — a policy project — that is itself critical.  

Digital Audience Labor and the Political Economy of Communication 

Digital labor theory is one critical approach to communication research that has 

been developed by a number of scholars in the past fifteen years. There is a growing body 

of scholarship that can be placed under this label (e.g. Terranova 2000; Andrejevic 2002; 

2007; Fuchs 2010; 2012). It has considered the activity of digital media users as a kind of 

labor and analyzed the role of that labor in the development of digital communication 

industries. However, audience labor is the central concept of the political economy of 

communication with which I am here concerned. It is a concept I adopt from Smythe 

(1977; 1978; 1981) and the debate about the political economy of the audience 

commodity he initiated in the 1970s and 1980s (see also Murdock 1978; Livant 1979; 

Meehan 1984; Jhally and Livant 1986). I argue it is necessary and useful to specify 

digital audience labor as one kind of digital communicative labor. Audience activities of 

cultural consumption and meaning-making are productive in specific ways and are 

capitalized on in specific ways that necessitate a conceptual and theoretical specificity 

that is currently missing from digital labor theory: They are a specific kind of 

communicative labor and they have a specific relationship to capital (see Nixon 2014; 

Forthcoming).  
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Developing the concept of audience labor from its somewhat rudimentary 

conception in the work of Smythe and later Jhally and Livant — who were more 

concerned with the question of the supposed audience commodity — into a political 

economy of communication that describes the relationship between audience activities 

and capital accumulation is no easy task. It has not even been recognized as a necessary 

task, except by audience commodity theorists, who mistakenly claimed that audience 

activities were a commodity exchanged between communication industries and 

advertisers, and digital labor theorists, who have failed to recognize the specificity of 

audience labor and, thus, have not actually addressed it as an aspect of digital labor. To 

make use of the concept of audience labor in the way in which I claim it is necessary 

raises fundamental questions of communication theory and political economy, and goes 

to the core of the unresolved debate in critical research between political economy and 

cultural studies. I will deal with these questions only briefly here in order to set the stage 

for the political economy of audience labor that I claim is the necessary theoretical 

foundation for one critical communication policy framework; I have addressed these 

questions at greater length elsewhere (see Nixon 2012; 2014; Forthcoming) and I think 

they still require further attention. 

First, the questions of communication theory raised by the concept of audience 

labor trace back to what Schiller (1996) has described as the failure to theorize 

communication as labor and as production. As Schiller notes, the question of how to 

theorize communication has been raised continuously and has been answered 

continuously by reifying intellectual labor and ultimately dismissing its status as labor at 

all: Communication has been seen as an activity that is unlike other, more clearly 
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physical, human activities. I would add that this is particularly true in relation to the 

communicative practices that are primarily understood as activities of consumption: 

audience practices of reading, listening, and watching. These are, indeed, processes of 

consuming meaning, but as scholars in the cultural studies tradition have long argued, 

they are also active processes of producing meaning (e.g. Fiske 1987; Hall [1980] 2006). 

But the division between political economy and cultural studies as critical approaches to 

communication research has been defined in a way that largely separates signification 

from political economy (Peck 2006). Schiller’s call for a unifying perspective is intended 

to erase that division and propel research away from the dead end of separating material 

“economic” activity from supposedly immaterial “cultural” activity. Schiller (1996, 194) 

identifies audience activities as another kind of labor and production, in addition to the 

cultural production of communication industries. Peck (2006) similarly argues that all 

signifying activities must be seen as productive, material activity. Peck also extends that 

“materialist theory of signification” to a “dialectic of signification” that is key to 

understanding how audience activities are capitalized: Drawing on the work of Sartre 

(2004), Peck argues that signified objects, which include but are not limited to cultural 

products, must be seen as having their own signifying activity in that they condition our 

subjective signifying activity through them (Peck 2006, 113-120). I conceptualize 

audience activities in this materialist and dialectical way as productive activities of 

signification involving the consumption of signified objects by signifying subjects.  

This conception of audience activities as productive, signifying activities — as the 

labor of subjective signification — raises questions about the political economy of 

communication. Schiller points to the work of Raymond Williams as the best resource for 
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moving beyond the continuous failure to see communicative activities as activities of 

labor and production, and I here adopt some of Williams’ theorizing about 

“communicative production” (Williams 1977; 1980a; 1980b; 1981) in my effort to use 

the concept of audience labor as the basis for a political economy of communication. But 

first, the most fundamental question of a political economy of communication must be 

asked: How is communication treated as capital? How are processes of communication 

treated as processes of capital circulation and accumulation? As with the question of 

communication theory raised above, this question of political economy does not seem to 

have been recognized as a necessary question to ask (Nixon 2014). But, again, I argue it 

is the first question that must be asked. Doing so leads down a different path to 

understanding what Baker (2007) termed the distribution of communicative power. 

In seeking to determine how communication is capitalized, it is necessary to think 

in terms of communicative production as an aspect of overall social production. In 

building on Williams’ conception of a “history ‘communicative production’ ” (Williams 

1980b, 53-59), I argue we need to recognize a historically specific capitalist mode of 

communicative production and a long history of capitalizing on communicative 

production. I further argue that a materialist and dialectical concept of audience practices 

as audience labor is the key to developing a political economy of communication that 

provides a critical theory of the processes and relationships involved in capitalizing on 

communicative production. In its most basic form, this involves channeling audience 

activities of meaning consumption — activities of paying attention through sight or 

hearing, including reading, listening, and watching. An “attention economy” (Goldhaber 

1997) might be a useful shorthand for this process of capitalizing on audience activities. 
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While audience labor was a concept used in developing the political economy of 

the audience commodity (Smythe 1977, 1978; Livant 1979; Jhally and Livant 1986), I 

argue that it must be the core of an alternative political economy that does not rely on the 

notion of an audience commodity. For Smythe, as well as Jhally and Livant, audience 

labor was cultural consumption — e.g., watching television programs — as work, 

although their real focus was watching commercials. Smythe argued that mass media 

companies sell audience members’ capacities to do that work, or audience labor-power, 

as a commodity to advertisers. Jhally and Livant argued that mass media companies rent 

part of the time audience members spend doing that work, or watching-time, as a 

commodity to advertisers. In this paper, I am concerned with audience labor, but not 

those theories of the audience commodity.  

The question that must be asked is, how is value appropriated from 

communicative production? Not in the obvious sense of following the flow of money to 

see that sometimes audience members pay for objects of consumption and sometimes 

advertisers pay for access to those audience members, but rather in terms of the flow of 

value in relation to human activities. So, understanding the audience labor process is 

necessary. This is where Williams’ (1980b) argument for seeing means of 

communication as means of production is useful. Following Marx’s (1990, 283-292) 

theory of the labor process in Volume I of Capital, the audience labor process consists of 

audience labor, the object(s) of audience labor, and the instrument(s) of audience labor. 

Audience labor is a productive activity of cultural consumption and signification. The 

object of audience labor is the object worked on in the process of that activity: a signified 

object whose meaning is consumed. The instrument of audience labor is what is used to 



 11 

work on the object of that labor: any medium, or means of communication, that is used to 

work on signified objects in a subjective signifying process. The objects and instruments 

of labor are means of production (Marx 1990, 287), so the objects and instruments of 

audience labor are means of communicative production. 

On the basis of an understanding of audience activities as subjective, signifying 

activities and as productive audience labor, this theory of the audience labor process 

provides a means to see how value appropriation occurs. Audience activities of 

subjectively producing meaning cannot be commodified like other human activities 

because the product of those activities is inalienable from the subject producing it. The 

product is in the brain of the producer; the audience labor process is an aspect of the very 

process of producing consciousness. Hence, there is no audience (labor) commodity. But 

the dialectic of signification here becomes important in seeing how the audience labor of 

subjective signification is subject to control. The subjective signifying activity is a 

process dependent on the use of signified objects. Those need not be cultural objects —

i.e., they do not have to be products of human objective signifying activity, or cultural 

labor and production. They can also be “natural” objects such as a forest or a lake. But 

what has been referred to as “the culture industry” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002) is an 

industry that has the explicit purpose of producing signified objects. It does so to 

capitalize on the labor of subjective signification. 

While audience labor cannot be directly controlled, the objects and instruments of 

that labor can be. That control is the basis of capitalizing on communication by 

channeling the aspect of audience labor that is objectively available: the consumption of 

meaning. By channeling consumption activities of reading, listening, and watching, value 
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can be extracted by what I would term communicative capitalists. Here, I use another of 

Williams’ concepts, “the conditions of a practice” (Williams 1980a, 48), although not in 

the way Williams used it, which was to direct attention to literary practices rather than 

literary products (texts). The same concept provides a means to draw attention to the 

conditions of audience practices of cultural consumption and signification and discover 

how the ability to determine those conditions is the power to channel audience activities 

and the power to capitalize on communication.  

The fundamental means of determining the conditions of cultural consumption 

aspect is through control over the object of that consumption. That is because meaning is 

at the core of the audience process that is ultimately a productive, signifying process. As 

such, a signified object of consumption is more essential to the process than an 

instrument. The materiality of communication itself is a determining factor here, and 

often the object and instrument of audience labor are inseparable, as with printed 

language or images: The meaning to be consumed is only available as an object of 

consumption when printed on the paper that is an instrument in the process. The 

materiality of broadcasting sound presents a different situation, as the aural object of 

consumption is not bound to any one instrument, a radio receiver, until the moment of 

consumption. Control over access to the object of audience labor is the fundamental 

social relation that defines communicative capital and audience labor. That control 

provides a means to gain power over audience labor, which cannot otherwise be 

controlled, and channel audience activities. 

Copyright provides a legal basis for controlling access to signified objects, but the 

materiality of communication itself is the real basis for such control: Those objects must 
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be produced and made available as objects of consumption. In that sense, cultural 

consumers are dependent on cultural producers. Copyright is simply a legal means to 

create monopoly control over access to those signified objects. There are also 

technological means of controlling access to signified objects, and these have become at 

least as important in the era of digital communication.  

There are two basic ways in which control over access to objects of audience 

consumption provides a means to channel audience activities and extract value from the 

audience labor of signification. The first is by limiting access to those who pay for it. 

Value is then extracted directly from the consumers in the form of payments such as 

single purchases and subscriptions. This process is similar to a landowner’s extraction of 

value in the form of rent payments. The second way in which control over access to 

signified objects provides a means to extract value is by lending to advertisers some of 

the power to channel audience consumption activities. In this case, value is extracted 

from advertisers but is indirectly from audience members because control over their 

activities is the necessary basis. This process is similar to the extraction of value in the 

form of interest payments, as it involves the temporary lending of value for value plus 

surplus-value (interest) in return. Advertising revenue is generated by the communicative 

capitalist, while advertisers gain the ability to channel audience activities to their 

signified objects of consumption: advertisements. I would characterize both processes of 

value extraction as the exploitation of audience labor. It is the extraction and 

appropriation of value through control over the conditions of audience labor, either 

directly or indirectly. 
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Through a theoretical development around the concept of audience labor, then, it 

is possible to describe one key aspect of the distribution of communicative power, as 

Baker termed it, but in terms of a relationship that can be understood as one of 

communicative capital and communicative labor. The relationship is one of exploiting 

labor by using the ability to determine the conditions of that labor to extract value. The 

exploitation of digital audience labor is simply an extension of these processes into 

digital communicative practices. Elsewhere, I have attempted to show that determining 

the conditions of cultural consumption in order to exploit audience labor remains the 

defining feature of the capitalist mode of communicative production in the digital era (see 

Nixon Forthcoming). Here, I will consider how digital communication policy is essential 

to determining the conditions of digital audience practices and the extent to which the 

digital audience labor of signification is capitalized. I am specifically interested in a 

critical digital communication policy framework as a way to define the basic policy 

issues that are necessary to contest the capitalization of digital communication and the 

exploitation of digital audience labor. 

Digital Communication Policy:  

A Framework for Contesting Digital Audience Labor Exploitation 

In this section, I explore the key policy issues involved in the ability of 

communicative capitalists to determine the conditions of cultural consumption. The 

policy framework constructed here is intended as an example of how critical policy 

research can, in fact, have a practical purpose by transforming critical political-economic 

theory into a political project. The focus here is on the policies that affect the distribution 

of power to consume digital content. Copyright and paracopyright are the first area, as 
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they often determine the conditions of access to digital content. Digital advertising is as a 

second policy area, as the inclusion of advertising transforms the very process of cultural 

consumption. The design of digital media is another policy area, as digital media are 

often designed to encourage consumption activities, even though it is usually their 

interactive qualities that are emphasized. Online tracking is a policy area related to digital 

advertising, as that tracking primarily serves the advertising process. Net neutrality is 

another key policy area, as it affects the circulation of digital content. The policy context 

considered is the U.S.  

In the previous section, I outlined a political economy of communication that 

described the basic means by which the audience labor of signification is an object of 

control and a source of value. That critical theory provides one unifying perspective on 

communication policies by providing a means to identify the diverse policy areas 

involved in determining the conditions of digital cultural consumption. In the simplest 

sense, policies can be seen as either enabling or disabling the treatment of digital 

communication as capital. Policies that enable the treatment of communicative processes 

of digital cultural consumption as processes of capital circulation and accumulation 

produce or reproduce a social relation that is a means to exploit digital audience labor. 

This basic policy research is also critical research by pointing toward social change: A 

struggle against the exploitation of digital audience labor is one way to focus strategies 

for reform through communication policy as strategies for fighting against policies that 

enable that exploitation and for policies that enable cultural consumption without 

exploitation. In the U.S. and elsewhere, that fight over communication policy is already 

occurring, but it does not seem to be unified by an understanding of how it can also be a 
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fight against the exploitation of communicative labor — a class struggle in 

communication.  

Control over Access to Digital Content: Copyright and Paracopyright 

The fundamental policy means by which the conditions of audience practices of 

digital cultural consumption are determined in a way that enables processes of digital 

cultural consumption to be treated as processes of capital circulation and accumulation is 

through control over access to digital signified objects (“content”). Copyright is the legal 

property right to control access to signified objects. Copyright has become an area of 

tension in the capitalist mode of communicative production in the digital era because it is 

more difficult for copyright holders to keep people from using digital media to access 

digital content (Vaidhyanathan 2003). That decreased ability to control access results in a 

decreased ability to accumulate capital by exploiting digital audience labor. The 

copyright “wars” waged by the music and movie industries are representative examples 

of that. There are other, “paracopyright” (Netanel 2008) means to control access to digital 

content. One legal means is the use of contracts such as the terms of service one must 

agree to when using a site like Facebook. Those terms of service give companies like 

Facebook a de facto copyright over the digital content created by their users. One 

technological means of controlling access to digital content is the use of digital rights 

management technology, which is designed to counteract the digital technology-enabled 

circumvention of legal control (copyright) with a digital technology-enabled restriction of 

access. Fighting against the communication policies that enable the expansion of the 

scope and duration of copyright, the enclosure of existing digital cultural commons, the 

contractual appropriation of user-generated digital content, and the technological 
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lockdown of digital cultural products is a fundamental way to struggle against the 

creation or reinforcement of means of controlling access to content in order to exploit 

digital audience labor. 

Advertising as a Communication Policy Issue 

Control over access to digital content is also the basis for communicative capital’s 

ability to indirectly exploit digital audience labor in order to generate advertising 

revenue. By controlling the object of digital audience labor, whether through legal or 

technological means, communicative capital can also lend to advertisers part of its ability 

to channel audience activities. Communicative capital can do this whether it provides free 

access to its content, as Google generally does, or also charges for access, as newspaper 

companies do. In that process, the object of digital audience labor is transformed, with 

part of it then consisting of advertisements. While digital audience labor is only indirectly 

exploited in that process, since communicative capital extracts value from the advertisers 

rather than the audience laborers, processes of cultural consumption are still treated as 

processes of capital circulation and accumulation. To return to the notion of the dialectic 

of signification, capital’s initial control over the object of labor enables it to give 

advertisers the ability to channel digital consumption activities to advertisements that are 

signified objects designed to be used in a signifying process that produces a consumer 

consciousness.  

Advertising, then, can be seen as an issue of communication policy that is quite 

significant in terms of the ways digital communication is treated as capital — 

specifically, in terms of the ways digital cultural consumption is treated by 

communicative capitalists as a process of capital accumulation. Companies like Google 
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and Facebook generate most of their revenue through advertising. And there is always the 

potential that digital communicative capitalists will move from indirect to direct 

exploitation of digital audience labor: Newspaper companies in the U.S. are increasingly 

charging for access to their digital content since they are unable to generate sufficient 

revenue from digital advertising, and Google is planning a subscription service through 

YouTube as well as a music-specific subscription service (Dougherty 2014; Sisario 

2014). Fighting against the increasing commercialization of digital communication, then, 

can be seen as a means to struggle against the exploitation of digital audience labor, but 

advertising can also be seen as a derivative policy issue in relation to the issue of control 

over access to digital content through copyright and paracopyright. 

Digital Media: Designed to Facilitate Capital 

Of course, a significant aspect of the digital era is that people are no longer 

generally limited to the role of audience member, or cultural consumer, because they can 

now more easily be cultural producers and distributors. Digital media, as instruments of 

digital audience labor, are also often instruments of digital cultural labor, or the work of 

cultural production. But, since the (direct or indirect) exploitation of digital audience 

labor is the process by which many digital communicative capitalists accumulate capital, 

digital media are often designed to facilitate activities of consumption — just as, in a 

previous media era, radios were ultimately turned into radio receivers. Smartphones are 

one example. The smartphones that have many more functions than the older mobile 

phones are largely means by which digital audience labor can be exploited by a capitalist 

other than the wireless phone company, whether directly — e.g. when a smartphone user 

purchases access to content through the iTunes store — or indirectly — e.g. when a visit 
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to Facebook involves the consumption of advertisements. Tablet computers (like the 

iPad) and e-book readers are another example, often involving the direct exploitation of 

digital audience labor through the appropriation of rent for access to digital content (like 

digital music and movies on the iPad, through the iTunes store, and digital books on 

readers like the Amazon Kindle). Even websites that are supposed to enable user-

generated content production — such as YouTube and Facebook — are primarily 

designed to encourage consumption activities and channel them in specific ways, as it is 

those audience labor activities that are the source of profit generation. Struggling against 

policies that drive digital media design toward consumption-focused functionality — 

policies that are most immediately corporate rather than governmental — is one way to 

push digital communication further toward the interactivity that is supposed to be one of 

its essential liberating aspects. 

Digital Commercial Surveillance 

Digital media are also often designed to monitor and generate data about the 

activity of the user. Such digital commercial surveillance is a means to facilitate capital 

accumulation specifically within digital communication processes, by serving the digital 

advertising process, and capital accumulation by non-communication industries, which as 

advertisers seek to channel audience labor toward the production of consumer 

consciousness. In terms of capital accumulation through digital communication, 

surveillance facilitates targeted advertising, which is a way that communicative 

capitalists indirectly exploit digital audience labor by appropriating value from 

advertisers. Increased surveillance enables more specifically targeted advertising, which 

often means more advertising revenue for digital communicative capitalists like Google 
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— or, in the political-economic terms used above, higher rates of interest on the loans 

companies like Google make to advertisers. Websites, as instruments of digital audience 

labor, are also often designed to facilitate the gathering of data about users through 

surveillance of their activities, including through the use of cookies. Google, for example, 

uses the DoubleClick cookie to monitor its users and serve them advertisements tailored 

to their observed online activities. Fighting for policies that affect the design of digital 

media in ways that keep activities of cultural consumption from functioning as exploited 

digital audience labor, including government regulation of, for example, surveillance of 

digital media use, but also including consumer demands directed at private companies, 

like the various protests against changes in Facebook’s policies, can be seen as 

contributing to a struggle against the exploitation of digital audience labor. 

Digital Networks: Means of Capital Circulation 

The last policy area I will discuss in relation to the exploitation of digital audience 

labor and the function of communication processes as processes of capital accumulation 

is digital communication networks. Such networks, particularly the Internet, can be seen 

as means of capital circulation in relation to the accumulation of capital through the 

exploitation of digital audience labor. Control of networks can, in itself, be a means of 

appropriating value and accumulating capital, as with Western Union’s telegraph 

monopoly, the commercial radio and television broadcasting oligopolies, and, in terms of 

the Internet, the cable and wireless phone oligopoly that controls access to the Internet. 

Such network control within situations of communication as capital enables control of 

distribution. Consumers of digital content, as digital audience laborers, are then the object 

of exploitation for two kinds of digital communicative capitalists: those who control 
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access to digital content and those who control access to networks, including cable 

companies like Comcast and wireless phone companies like Verizon. Struggling against 

the exploitation of digital audience labor, then, also involves fighting against policies that 

enable control of digital networks as means of capital circulation and fighting for policies 

like network neutrality that push toward networks as open means of communication. The 

FCC’s recently adopted net neutrality rules are a victory in the struggle against one aspect 

of digital communication as capital: The communicative capitalists that treat 

communication networks as means of capital accumulation will not be able to increase 

their capital accumulation by charging more for the circulation of certain content. As the 

much-used example of Netflix demonstrates, this also prevents one likely means by 

which digital audience labor would face increased exploitation, as Netflix will not have to 

pay higher fees to circulate its content and then recover that lost value by charging more 

to access its content. However, these rules do not fundamentally challenge digital 

communication as capital, even in the realms of circulation and distribution where they 

directly apply. The circulation of digital content remains a process of capital 

accumulation in itself (for those companies that control circulation) because the Internet 

was not suddenly transformed into a public network for circulating content with no 

capital accumulation, as the U.S. postal network long operated. And the circulation of 

digital content remains a part of an overall process of digital communication as capital 

accumulation. 

Conclusion 

I have attempted to begin the process of transforming an aspect of digital labor 

theory into a political project by using critical political-economic theory as the foundation 
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for a critical communication policy project. I have done so show that a critical approach 

to communication policy research that is specifically based on a critical understanding of 

the political economy of communication can serve a practical purpose, although a 

different kind of practical purpose than that served by administrative policy research. 

Critical communication policy research that places policies in the context of the 

distribution of communicative power — which the critical political economy of 

communication shows is a matter of class power in communicative production —serves a 

practical purpose for those who do not seek to administer the institutional structure of 

communication within the social status quo but rather to change the power relations in 

communicative production as part of a broader effort to change the power relations of 

social production. 

I have attempted to outline a critical communication policy framework unified 

around polices that determine the conditions of digital cultural consumption. That is 

because my previous research into the political economy of communication has revealed 

that capitalizing on communication is, fundamentally, a matter of creating an ability to 

determine the conditions of consumption in order to channel those consumption activities 

and use that power to extract value from the process. I argued that audience activity must 

be conceptualized as audience labor — a productive process of signification that involves 

the more recognizable audience activity of consuming meaning. I argued that capitalizing 

on communication involves the exploitation of audience labor, and that that process of 

audience labor exploitation continues in the era of digital communication. The policy 

issues I identified as being unified by virtue of their role in determining the ability of 

digital communication to be treated as capital through the exploitation of digital audience 
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labor are all aspects of an obviously practical political project — seeing as they are issues 

already on the agenda of public interest-minded policy advocates — that also has the 

potential to radically alter the distribution of communicative power. That is, if pressure 

on policy-makers can be focused on pushing for policy choices that constitute reforms 

away from communication processes as processes of capital circulation and 

accumulation. Critical policy research is needed for this practical purpose because social 

power is distributed in a way that makes social production a process of capital 

accumulation and research that helps administer that society will only serve to reproduce 

it. Critical communication policy research is necessary because social change is 

necessary. 
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