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Abstract 
Audience labor is a concept that remains undeveloped in the political economy of 
communication despite the significant attention paid to digital labor in twenty-first 
century scholarship. This article traces the place of audience labor in political 
economy from Smythe’s theory of the audience commodity to recent theories of 
digital labor, demonstrating that the concept received only minimal attention after it 
was introduced by Smythe in 1977 and is absent from theories of digital labor. The 
undeveloped state of the concept of audience labor is shown to have been a source of 
error in theories of the relationship between communication and capital accumulation 
in previous scholarship, including recent work on digital labor. Audience labor is 
argued to be a key to understanding the way in which communication processes are 
treated as processes of capital accumulation in ongoing developments and in the long 
history of communication as capital. This article argues for renewed attention to 
audience labor, including as a specific kind of digital labor.  
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In this article, I examine the concept of audience labor and its place in the 

political economy of communication. I attempt to show that the concept of audience 

labor has received only minimal attention and therefore remains largely undeveloped. 

I also attempt to show that the concept is absent from recent conceptualizations of 

“digital labor.” I argue that audience labor should have a more central place in the 

political economy of communication because it offers the basis for a theoretical 

advancement in our understanding of the relationship between communication and 

capital, insights into the history of communication and capital, and greater clarity in 

both theories and analysis of the relationship between digital labor and capital. 

Audience labor was first put forward as a concept for the political economy of 

communication in 1977, when Dallas Smythe claimed that “western Marxist 

analyses” had not asked “what economic function for capital” mass communication 

systems serve; they had only asked what “ideological” function those systems serve 

(Smythe, 1977: 1). Smythe’s argument promptly induced a reply from another 

political economist, Graham Murdock (1978), a response to Murdock from Smythe 

(1978), a reply to both from Bill Livant (1979), a later comment from Sut Jhally 

(1982), and another reply from Livant (1982). Jhally and Livant (1986) later offered 

an alternative theory to Smythe’s by building on their 1982 debate. Eileen Meehan 

(1984) also offered an alternative theory of the audience commodity.  

Audience labor was a key concept in Smythe’s political economy of the 

audience commodity. For Smythe, the activity of audience members was a kind of 

labor, a type of communicative labor. What was typically seen as audience members’ 

consumption of cultural products — e.g. watching television shows or reading 

newspaper articles — was for Smythe a kind of work or labor. He referred to it as 

audience work or audience labor and described it as the work of ideology or 
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consciousness production (Smythe, 1978: 121, 125). But Smythe did not go any 

further in elaborating on audience labor. He claimed that audience members’ cultural 

consumption should be seen instead as the work of ideology or consciousness 

production and then proceeded to theorize how that capacity for audience labor had 

been commodified, i.e., he proceeded to construct a political economy of the audience 

commodity.  

I argue that Smythe’s undeveloped theory of audience labor resulted in 

fundamental errors of political economy in his theory of the commodification and 

exploitation of audience labor. I also argue that the first group of scholars that 

followed Smythe  —Livant, Jhally, and Meehan — did not advance much beyond 

Smythe in considering the specificity of audience labor, which also left them with an 

inaccurate picture of how audience labor is commodified or exploited. Audience labor 

remained a key concept for Jhally and Livant but received contradictory treatment, 

while it was eliminated from consideration by Meehan. Theories of digital labor put 

forward in the twenty-first century, some of which attempt to build on those theories 

of the audience commodity, have not considered the specificity of digital audience 

labor. 

In this article, I trace the way in which audience labor has been a part of the 

political economy of communication from theories of the audience commodity to 

more recent theories of digital labor. I attempt to demonstrate that in the nearly four 

decades since Smythe’s theory of the audience commodity, the specificity of audience 

labor has been lost. The result, I claim, is that one of the primary aspects of 

communication as capital, i.e., processes of human communication treated as 

processes of capital accumulation, has gone unexamined: the exploitation of audience 

labor. 
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Smythe, audience labor, and the audience commodity 

In order to consider the “economic function” of mass communication, Smythe 

(1977: 1-2) first asked, “What is the commodity form of mass-produced, advertiser-

supported communications?” His answer was audiences — more specifically the 

capacity of individuals to perform audience activities, or audience labor-power. The 

audience commodity is produced by “the mass media of communications” and sold to 

advertisers (Smythe, 1977: 3). It should already be obvious that Smythe was working 

toward a concept of the audience commodity that resembles Marx’s concept of the 

labor-power commodity: the capacity to labor as a commodity that is sold by the 

laborer for a specific period of time and purchased by the capitalist who wants the 

laborer to do specific work (see Marx, 1990: 270-273). However, Smythe claimed 

that the audience commodity is produced by the mass media, not the audience 

members. Smythe found that audience members do not have the control over their 

audience labor-power that wage laborers have over their labor-power, which is that it 

is a commodity that they can sell. For that reason, audience members receive no 

wages for the work they do.  

Smythe also asked, “What do advertisers buy with their advertising 

expenditures?” He answered that they bought “the services of audiences … who will 

pay attention” (Smythe, 1977: 4, emphasis added). In a footnote, he declared that the 

purpose of the production and sale of the audience commodity and the work of 

audience members is “demand management” (Smythe, 1977: 22n1). In Smythe’s 

political economy, then, the audience commodity is audience members’ capacity to 

spend time performing services for advertisers — specifically, “paying attention” to 

advertisements. Audience activity, or audience labor, is valuable to both “the mass 

media of communications” and advertisers because of the nature of that activity. 
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Smythe considered the specific character of audience labor, or “the service 

performed for the advertiser by the members of the purchased audiences” (Smythe, 

1977: 6). The work of “paying attention” for advertisers is part of marketing, he 

claimed: “[A]udience members … learn to buy particular ‘brands’ of consumer 

goods, and to spend their income accordingly” (Smythe, 1977: 6). Audience labor is 

the act of “paying attention,” by which audience members “learn to buy,” and thus the 

product of audience labor is demand. Smythe also described audience labor as 

“learning cues which are used when the audience member makes up his/her mental 

shopping list and spends his/her income” (Smythe, 1977: 14, emphasis added) and 

“learning the theory and practice of consumership” (Smythe, 1977: 20, emphasis 

added). He concluded that audience labor amounts to “performing the ultimate 

marketing service for [advertisers]” as “a do-it-yourself marketing agent” (Smythe, 

1977: 6; 1978: 121). That work of producing one’s own demand for consumer 

products clearly involves what could be labeled “mental” activities (“learning” by 

“paying attention”), and in a restatement of his theory of the audience commodity and 

audience labor, Smythe (2006: 23) described the work as “taking place in the heads of 

audience members.” But that was the extent of Smythe’s conceptualization of 

audience labor. He seems to have been more interested in what he saw as the 

centrality of the audience commodity, while I argue it is actually audience labor that 

provides an essential conceptual foundation for critical investigation into the 

industries that treat communication as capital. 

For Smythe, however, the significant connection between audience activity 

and capital accumulation was in the realm of consumption in general, hence his 

concern for advertising and demand management. He claimed that mass media 

companies facilitate demand management because they produce and sell audiences as 
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commodities to advertisers. In Smythe’s political economy of mass communication, 

“demand management” rather than communication is the real process that is 

occurring when audience members consume media content and advertisements. 

Starting, instead, from the question of communication as capital makes “the threshold 

question” not, “What is the commodity form of mass-produced, advertiser-supported 

communications?” (Smythe, 1977: 2), but rather, how do capitalists appropriate value 

from communication processes? It seems that, in the first instance, the focus of the 

political economy of communication should be on capital, not commodities. 

Smythe (1977: 1) declared his intent to consider the “economic function” of 

mass communication, but he considered only its economic function “for capital,” 

thereby separating the processes of mass communication, advertising, and audience 

labor from the general process of the circulation and accumulation of capital by 

making communication a subsidiary process. Smythe asked a question that he did not, 

ultimately, try to answer: What is the political economy of communication from the 

perspective of audience labor? To ask that question is to pose the problem of 

understanding communication as capital — specifically including what has often been 

called “mass communication” as capital. Audience labor can then be approached in an 

open way rather than being forced into the model of labor-power commodification 

and surplus-value production and appropriation in Volume I of Marx’s Capital.  

Smythe opened the way to consider how audience labor is directly related to 

the circulation and accumulation of capital, but he did not pursue that path because he 

did not move beyond the perspective he directly criticized: theorizing mass 

communication (including advertising) as having only an “ideological” function. 

Smythe’s probing into the political economy of communication, audience labor, and 

the audience as a commodity occurred within an approach that “locate[s] the 
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significance of mass communication systems in their capacity to produce ‘ideology’ ” 

(Smythe, 1977: 1). It is precisely that perspective — more specifically, the method 

behind that perspective — that Smythe claimed produced a “blindspot” about 

communication, but Smythe did not succeed in moving beyond that perspective and, 

ultimately, continued to have the same blindspot he described and sought to make 

visible. 

Smythe himself remained blind to the “economic function” of mass 

communication, which I refer to instead as an understanding of communication as 

capital (i.e., a political economy of communication). Smythe proposed that audience 

members marketed to themselves and created their own ideas about what to buy 

rather than have their thoughts directly manipulated, but that theory makes the 

process of communication, including audience labor, significant for capitalist 

production as a whole only as a facilitator of the accumulation of capital without 

considering how capital is circulated and accumulated through communication itself 

and what role audience labor has in that process. The question Smythe asked about 

that “economic function” of mass communication is one that must be reconsidered, 

and it must be answered by constructing a political economy of communication 

focused on the relationship between audience labor and capital accumulation. To do 

that almost four decades after the question was first asked requires clarity about the 

answers given by Smythe and others after him. 

Although Smythe employed the framework of Marxist political economy and 

relied on several of its concepts while adding his own concept of an audience 

commodity, he approached mass communication and audience labor as a processes 

occurring at the margins of the circulation and accumulation of capital. Smythe 

theorized the process of communication in which masses of individuals are involved 
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as audience members as a process of creating demand — a process that occurs at the 

end of the total circulation process of capital, where the system is held together and 

reproduced by the fact that audience labor has produced consumers demanding the 

things that monopoly capitalist production supplies. For Smythe, audience labor, mass 

media, and advertisers are not involved in a process in which capital is circulated and 

accumulated through communication itself. While Smythe criticized others for 

theorizing communication by locating “the significance of mass communication 

systems in their capacity to produce ‘ideology,’ which is held to act as a sort of 

invisible glue that holds together the capitalist system” (Smythe, 1977: 1), Smythe 

himself produced just such a theory of communication. As Smythe described his own 

accomplishment, he “abolished the simplistic model of direct [ideological] 

manipulation … in the pursuit of a more realistic if more complex and presently 

obscure process by which consciousness industry produces ideology” (Smythe, 1978: 

125). Still, his insight into audience activity as labor is an insight that remains largely 

unexplored.  

Audience labor is a process of cultural consumption and signification. How 

that process of signification is made directly part of a process of capital circulation 

and accumulation is a question that the political economy of communication can 

answer, but the question has not even been posed since the work of Smythe, Jhally, 

and Livant because the concept of audience labor has been discarded.  

Beyond Smythe:  

Audience labor in the political economy of the audience commodity 

Jhally and Livant did explore the concept of audience labor and the value of 

that labor to capital and offered one of the two major alternatives to Smythe’s 

political economy of the audience commodity in the decade following Smythe’s 
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initial article in 1977. The second alternative political economy was that of Meehan. I 

first focus on Jhally and Livant’s political economy before moving on to Meehan’s, 

and in the process I am particularly concerned with tracing the trajectory of audience 

labor within the development of the political economy of the audience commodity 

beyond Smythe. 

Livant was involved in the debate about the political economy of the audience 

commodity even prior to the publication of Smythe’s 1977 article, commenting on a 

draft version of the paper in 1975 (Smythe, 1977: 22n7). Livant also replied to 

Murdock’s criticisms of Smythe’s 1977 article by defending Smythe’s core ideas and 

putting forward some of his own ideas about the political economy of the audience 

commodity. In that comment on the debate between Smythe and Murdock, Livant 

said “Smythe’s main point” is that “the audience itself is the main commodity of 

communications,” thus “the central problem for analysis” in the study of 

communication is “[h]ow this commodity is made, unmade, bought and sold” (Livant, 

1979: 92). Livant also distinguished the direction he wanted to go in constructing a 

political economy of the audience commodity from the direction Smythe went: He 

claimed Smythe focused on the place of the audience commodity “in the economy as 

a whole” “as a market for the purchase of commodities-in-general” — an accurate 

description of Smythe’s political economy, as I explained in the previous section, and 

as Smythe himself said — while Livant said he was interested in the audience 

commodity itself (Livant, 1979: 106n15).  

Livant (1979: 99) agreed with Smythe that the audience commodity is “the 

capacities of audiences to do things,” or audience labor-power, as a commodity. 

Therefore, he also agreed that the audience labors, and he claimed that point is the 

most important insight from Smythe’s political economy (Livant, 1979: 102). 
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However, Livant did not try to answer the question of what kind of work the audience 

does despite declaring that, unlike Smythe, he was interested in the audience 

commodity itself. He insisted further theorizing of audience labor was the immediate 

theoretical task now that Smythe had opened the path, and he made his contribution in 

the next round of debate about the political economy of the audience commodity, in a 

reply to Jhally. 

In 1982, Jhally, then a doctoral student in Smythe’s department at Simon 

Fraser University, renewed the critique of Smythe’s political economy of the audience 

commodity. Jhally’s contribution was a theory of audience labor as labor that 

produces surplus-value for mass media companies. Jhally confirmed Smythe’s main 

claim that the audience is a commodity and briefly elaborated on his own political 

economy of the audience commodity by considering the issue of audience labor. He 

rejected Smythe’s theory of audience labor as work for advertisers that consists of 

“learning to buy” the specific commodities that are advertised, labor that is productive 

toward consumption because it is the production of demand. Jhally replaced Smythe’s 

theory of audience labor within consumption with a theory of audience labor within 

production: Audience labor contributes to the production of the audience commodity 

itself, thus it is work done for mass media companies, not advertisers (Jhally, 1982: 

204-208). 

Without clearly saying so, Jhally insisted on a theoretical distinction between 

the audience commodity and audience labor [1]. Audience labor for Jhally is, in 

agreement with Smythe, the work of “paying attention” to media content (Jhally’s 

theory is specific to television watching), but for Jhally, that work is done for the 

mass media, not advertisers as Smythe claims: Audience labor for the mass media 

helps produce the audience commodity, which is the commodity mass media 
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companies sell to advertisers. That commodity is not audience labor-power, as it is for 

Smythe, but rather the representation in audience ratings of a group of individuals as 

an audience with specific characteristics (e.g. income level, gender, age) collected 

through market research. The final point of Jhally’s political economy is that, in 

return for the work done for the mass media, audience laborers receive wages in the 

form of media content (Jhally, 1982: 208).  

Livant replied to Jhally’s article. While Jhally pushed audience labor to the 

margins of the political economy of the audience commodity, Livant made it the 

focus. Livant insisted that “watching, listening itself was the new thing within the 

media that needed attention” and that the concept of the audience commodity is 

directly related to that audience activity: “Watching time, and no other, is [the] 

primary material” of a theory of the audience commodity (Livant, 1982: 211-212). 

Like Jhally, Livant focused on television as the mass medium in question, thus he 

discussed audience labor as “watching.” Livant differentiated his political economy 

from Smythe’s by asking “questions about economic value, surplus value, 

accumulation within [watching] time itself” (Livant, 1982: 212), questions Smythe 

did not ask because, for him, audience labor was only indirectly connected to capital 

accumulation through its contribution to the production of demand. Livant revised his 

political economy from its earlier agreement with Smythe: The audience commodity 

is not audience labor-power, as Smythe theorized, but rather audience time. Like 

Jhally, Livant also ultimately separated audience labor from the audience commodity, 

or more specifically, he considered only some audience watching as labor that is 

commodified while he considered the rest of audience watching as consumption and 

not labor. 
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Rather than audience labor-power, Livant theorized audience “watching-time” 

as the commodity in question. Mass media produce content — “program time” — in 

order to produce an audience. In the case of television, the time of the program is time 

sold to the audience as a commodity. It is time that, once sold to audiences, becomes 

watching-time, or audience labor-time, as audience members watch during the 

specified time (Livant, 1982: 213). For that reason, Livant agreed with Jhally that 

audience labor is work done for the mass media, not advertisers. He also agreed that 

audience labor contributes to the production of the audience commodity (Livant, 

1982: 213-214). However, he disagreed that the audience commodity is distinct from 

audience labor. Instead, Livant theorized the audience commodity as audience labor 

or “watching-time,” but it is specifically “extra” or “surplus” watching-time. When 

the mass media sell program time to the audience, thereby turning that time into 

watching-time, they also buy extra watching-time from the audience. By buying that 

extra watching-time from the audience, mass media can then sell it as a commodity to 

advertisers. “If the audience did not watch extra, the media would have nothing to 

sell” (Livant, 1982: 213). All the time under consideration, then, is watching-time. 

The first time, the program time sold to audiences, is “necessary” watching-time, 

while the second time, the time purchased from audiences and sold to advertisers, is 

“surplus” watching-time (Livant, 1982: 213). 

Thus, Livant took a different aspect of Marx’s theory of surplus-value than 

Smythe and tried to use it as a model to construct a political economy of capital 

accumulation in relation to audience labor. Smythe used the model of labor-power as 

a commodity that is useful as a creator of value (through the labor process) within a 

process of production that is also a process of producing surplus-value (a valorization 

process) that can be realized as profit (Marx, 1990: 270-272, 283, 291-293, 300-304). 
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Livant used the model of value being equal to socially necessary labor-time and 

surplus-value, or profit, being equal to surplus labor-time (Marx, 1990: 300-301, 325-

326). Both Smythe and Livant relied on aspects of Marx’s labor theory of value — 

i.e. labor as the source of value — as a model for theorizing audience labor, but they 

both also relied on the model of surplus-value production and capital accumulation 

presented in Volume I of Marx’s Capital, which focuses only on one aspect of the 

accumulation of capital: the production of surplus-value (Harvey, 2010: 10). Hence, 

they viewed the exploitation of labor in production as the only basis for the 

appropriation of surplus-value and the accumulation of capital, the partial view of 

capitalism presented in Capital Volume I. However, I argue that the political 

economy of communication that explains the relationship between audience labor and 

capital accumulation does not fit that model of surplus-value appropriation and capital 

accumulation [2]. I argue that rent is the fundamental category necessary to explain 

that relationship, which means that surplus-value can be appropriated and labor can 

be exploited in a manner that differs from the model described in Capital Volume I: 

the model of landlords as capitalists (see Harvey, 2006: 330-372). 

Livant left audience labor in a tenuous position within the political economy 

of the audience commodity. He separated in theory the laboring activity from the 

laborer in terms of the commodity media companies sell to advertisers in exchange 

for advertising revenue. By doing so, Livant also lost the ability to describe the power 

relations (i.e. the unequal social relations) between media companies and audience 

members: Livant could not account for media companies’ control over audience 

labor, while it is precisely the actual labor of real audience members that Smythe first 

put into focus as somehow being alienated from those audience members for the 

benefit of media companies and advertisers. This subtle sidelining of audience labor 
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within the political economy of the audience commodity was extended when Jhally 

and Livant combined their political economies into a more detailed alternative to 

Smythe’s political economy. 

After debating each other in 1982, Jhally and Livant co-authored an article in 

1986 that drew attention to what they called “the valorization of audience 

consciousness.” In their co-authored article, they combined Jhally’s claim that 

audience labor is work done for media companies with Livant’s claim that the 

commodity in question is watching-time. They claimed, as Livant previously did, that 

audience members are only working during the time they are watching advertising, 

and that only a portion of that working time is surplus watching-time, which equals 

surplus-value or profit. They also claimed, as Jhally previously did, that watching 

programs is not work because the programs are wages in exchange for the watching-

time that is work (Jhally and Livant, 1986: 136). 

While Smythe’s political economy put the audience commodity in the sphere 

of consumption, Jhally and Livant’s political economy put their “watching-time” 

commodity in the sphere of circulation: “Through advertising, the rapid consumption 

of commodities cuts down on circulation time and storage costs for industrial 

capitalists” (Jhally and Livant, 1986: 125). Thus, although Jhally and Livant differed 

from Smythe in their conception of the commodity in question and the beneficiaries 

of audience labor, and in their situating of audience labor in circulation instead of 

consumption, they did not differ from Smythe in their focus on advertising as the 

most fundamentally important aspect for understanding the relationship between 

capitalism and the communication system of media companies and audiences 

because, like Smythe, they saw communication processes as being secondary, 

facilitating processes to the basic processes of the circulation and accumulation of 
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capital. Theorizing communication as capital was not the intent of their political 

economy; rather, they situated media companies’ production of culture and 

audiences’ consumption of culture within the supposedly more fundamental process 

of capitalism that “advertising-supported” mass-mediated communication supports 

instead of considering it as one aspect of the fundamental process of capital 

circulation and accumulation. In other words, they did exactly what they criticized 

Smythe for doing, “deflect[ing] the specificity of the analysis away from 

communications,” despite the fact that they insisted “the blindspot needs to be located 

more firmly within the media industries rather than focusing on their wider role” 

(Jhally and Livant, 1986: 129). 

From that limited approach to the political economy of communication they 

created for themselves, as Smythe did for himself, they were still able to gain a 

crucial insight: What they called “industrial capital” or “capital-as-a-whole,” as 

advertisers of all the commodities it has produced, pays “media capital” rent for 

access to audiences (Jhally and Livant, 1986: 125); hence, “[m]edia capital … 

receives a portion of surplus value (profits) of industrial capital” (125). However, they 

did not pursue the category of rent into the realm of distribution, in which rent is one 

category of the division of surplus-value. Furthermore, what they describe is interest, 

not rent (see Author removed, forthcoming). 

Jhally and Livant also produced another insight that was only implicit in 

Smythe: audience labor involves the production of “audience consciousness.” Jhally 

and Smythe did not formulate it quite so directly, but they went further than Smythe 

in specifying what kind of labor audience labor is and what it produces. Smythe, as 

noted above, described audience labor as work that takes place “in the heads of 

audience members,” work consisting of “paying attention” and “learning to buy.” 
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Jhally and Livant stated in the title of their article that they were concerned with “the 

valorization of audience consciousness.” They described audience labor as the work 

of watching, which involves “capacities of perception” and is “guided by our 

attention” (Jhally and Livant 1986, 126). Watching is the creation of meaning (142), 

or “the process of consciousness” (143).  

That more detailed elaboration of audience labor and seeming emphasis on the 

exploitation of audience labor did not prevent Jhally and Livant from continuing to 

push audience labor to the margins of the political economy of the audience 

commodity, even if that was not their intent. The reason they did so is clearly stated 

by Jhally and Livant: They claimed that watching and labor are not identical activities 

because “watching has no formal contract for the exchange of watching-power, and 

there can be no enforcement of the informal contract.” Instead, watching only 

“reflects in a spectacular way the workings of the real” (Jhally and Livant, 1986: 

139). Although they claimed to use watching as working as both a metaphor and a 

description of a real process (Jhally and Livant, 1986: 124), they ultimately used it 

only as a metaphor. “[A]udiences create meaning for capital,” thereby “speed[ing] the 

realization of value,” but that audience labor is not really labor (Jhally and Livant, 

1986: 142, 125).  

While Jhally and Livant ultimately pushed audience labor to the margins of 

the political economy of the audience commodity, Meehan completely eliminated it in 

her theory of the audience commodity as a ratings commodity. In 1984, Meehan 

returned to the question Smythe had asked at the beginning of his inquiry, which she 

phrased as, “what commodity is produced by mass communications industries?” 

(Meehan, 1984: 216; cf. Smythe, 1977: 2). Like Smythe (as well as Jhally and 

Livant), she sought to shift emphasis away from considering the message, or content, 
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as the answer, but she also found Smythe’s answer, “the audience,” unsatisfactory. 

Instead, Meehan offered a third answer: the audience ratings as a commodity 

exchanged by media companies and advertisers. In the process, she completely 

removed audience labor from the political economy of the audience commodity. 

Meehan ignored Smythe’s insight into audience labor and instead focused on what 

Smythe described as the way the audience commodity is measured: ratings. Meehan 

claimed that, “[f]or all practical purposes,” the ratings commodity, “the fixed sample, 

shaped and limited by economic constraints within the ratings industry and across the 

these three intertwined industries” — mass media, advertising, and ratings — 

“becomes the commodity audience” (Meehan, 1984: 223, emphasis added). Meehan 

constructed a political economy of the audience commodity as ratings commodity that 

distinguishes the “commodity audience” from the “actual audience” (Meehan 1993) 

and thereby removes audience activities — audience labor — from that political 

economy.  

Digital labor and the disappearance of audience labor 

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, there has been significant 

attention paid to the issue of communicative labor using digital media — “digital 

labor.” That has included a renewal of interest in the political economy of the 

audience commodity but, paradoxically, that increased attention has occurred 

precisely by removing audience labor from consideration. Terranova (2000) was 

perhaps the first scholar to offer a detailed consideration of the political economy of 

digital labor, which she described as “free labor,” but Andrejevic (2002) was the first 

to revive the political economy of the audience commodity in an effort to develop a 

means to understand how audience labor is exploited in the digital era of “interactive 

media.” Fuchs has been the other major contributor to the new political economy of 
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the audience commodity. He has looked at the audience commodity in digital 

communication, which he conceptualizes as the “prosumer commodity” (Fuchs, 

2010). A number of other scholars have also contributed to the new political economy 

of the audience commodity and the broader political economy of digital labor by 

elaborating on the perspectives of Smythe, Livant, Jhally, and Meehan or following 

Terranova in integrating theories of immaterial and affective labor developed within 

Autonomist Marxism. 

I first consider the work of Andrejevic. While Jhally and Livant, inspired by 

Smythe, theorized the productivity of audience labor, or “the work of watching,” 

Andrejevic has noted that “the emerging online economy increasingly seeks to exploit 

the work of being watched” (Andrejevic, 2002: 231, emphasis added). 

Comprehensive surveillance of audience labor is productive; the work of watching 

and being watched “complement each other” with respect to “the rationalization of 

viewing and consumption in general” (Andrejevic, 2002: 231). I note immediately 

that, at the core of Andrejevic’s political economy, as in the political economy of 

Smythe and Jhally and Livant, communication is treated as a contributory process to a 

more basic process within capitalism. For Andrejevic, that process is the consumption 

of commodities: “[T]he work of being watched comes to serve as a means of 

rationalizing not just what Jhally and Livant call the work of watching, but the 

process of on-line consumption in general” (Andrejevic, 2002: 232). Communication 

as capital is not the starting point, as I argue it should be in order to understand how 

power over audience activities enables one form of capital accumulation. 

In Andrejevic’s theory, audience members perform the labor involved in 

monitoring their own audience labor, or cultural consumption and signification. 

Interactive media are promoted as “inherently democratic and empowering, but they 
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“compel personal disclosure by replacing non-monitored forms of consumption with 

monitored interactive transactions” (Andrejevic, 2002: 232-233). Surveillance is a 

condition of digital media use. Surveillance of labor in general is productive because 

it is a means to increase the productivity of that labor; by rationalizing audience labor, 

the process of consumption is rationalized through “the multiplication of consumption 

categories: the endless sub-categorization and specification of individualized sets of 

tastes and preferences” to which advertisements can be targeted (Andrejevic, 2002: 

233-234). Surveillance of digital audience labor, however, is self-surveillance as part 

of a cybernetic loop of control through feedback (Andrejevic, 2007; 19-20). Digital 

media users do the work of monitoring their own activity by generating data about 

their activity as that activity is done.  

The data generated through that surveillance is commodified as a kind of 

digital audience ratings commodity. “The labor of being watched goes hand in hand 

with the work of watching: viewers are monitored so advertisers can be ensured that 

this work is being done as efficiently as possible. Ratings, in this context, are 

informational commodities that generate value because they help to rationalize the 

viewing process” (Andrejevic, 2002: 236). While users do the work of monitoring 

their own activity — at least to the extent that information about their activity is 

produced in the process of that activity — users do not own or control the information 

produced by that self-monitoring. It becomes the property of digital communication 

industries, market researchers, and advertisers. And all of that is made possible by 

what Andrejevic describes as a process of “digital enclosure.” 

Digital enclosure is “the creation of an interactive realm wherein every action 

and transaction generates information about itself” (Andrejevic, 2007: 2). In such an 

interactive realm — which is most clearly discernable as a virtual space but can also 
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be a physical space enclosed by digital interactive technology — access to the 

resources of digital communication are granted with the requirement that use of those 

resources is monitored, whether digital media users know they are being monitored or 

not. Thus, there is an imbalance of power — a class divide — between “those who 

control privatized interactive spaces” and “those who submit to particular forms of 

monitoring in order to gain access to goods, services, and conveniences” (Andrejevic, 

2007: 3). That class divide and Andrejevic’s theory that the work of creating 

information about users’ activities is done by the users themselves are the basis for his 

claim of the exploitation of digital labor. Users of digital media produce information 

about their activities that, by virtue of the power of digital capital within the digital 

enclosure, “becomes the property of private companies that can store, aggregate, sort, 

and, in many cases, sell the information to others in the form of a database or a 

cybernetic commodity” (Andrejevic, 2007: 3).  

In Andrejevic’s political economy, the exploitation of digital labor occurs only 

in a very specific sense that makes it clear how audience labor disappears from view. 

The only digital labor that is clearly exploited in Andrejevic’s political economy is 

“the work of being watched” by which users create data about themselves 

(Andrejevic, 2011: 285). When Andrejevic (2009) considered YouTube, he 

pinpointed the importance of audience labor without realizing it, moving right past it 

to the appropriation of data about audience labor: “The ideal model pursued by 

marketers in the interactive era is one in which the same commercially generated, 

professionally produced content is served up in an environment that allows for the 

capture of increasingly detailed information about viewer behavior and response” 

(416). Before information about viewer behavior and response can be captured, there 

must be viewers. There must be an audience doing the work of cultural consumption 
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and signification before information about that work can be captured and transformed 

into a digital ratings commodity.  

The other scholar who has made a major contribution to the new political 

economy of the audience commodity and the broader political economy of digital 

labor is Christian Fuchs. His political economy is much more straightforward than 

that of Andrejevic, in part because it follows more directly in line with Smythe. Fuchs 

has considered the exploitation of digital communicative labor within communication 

as capital, but he has also contributed to the disappearance of audience labor from 

political economic theory by conflating the two core aspects of digital labor — 

cultural consumption, which I label audience labor, and cultural production, which I 

label cultural labor — into the category of “prosumer” labor. Fuchs’ attempt to 

develop Smythe’s theory of the audience commodity as audience labor into a theory 

of the digital or Internet audience commodity as digital labor ultimately extends the 

errors of political economy made by Smythe.  

Fuchs, like Smythe, Livant, and Jhally, has relied on the model of 

appropriation of surplus-value through the direct exploitation of labor in a production 

process — the model of surplus-value accumulation presented in Volume I of Marx’s 

Capital. As such, Fuchs has claimed digital media users, as digital laborers, are 

productive because they produce surplus-value that is appropriated by capital, thus 

they are also exploited. Those users, like the audience of the mass media culture 

industry, are an audience commodity because their communicative labor is exploited 

and sold to advertisers (Fuchs, 2010: 191-192). The difference, according to Fuchs, is 

that as digital laborers they are also content producers, thus they are not simply 

consumers like the audience of the culture industry but are “prosumers,” or producer-

consumers. Digital labor constitutes a “prosumer commodity” (Fuchs, 2010: 192). 
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The exploitation of Fuchs’ prosumer commodity occurs in relation to advertising, as it 

does for Smythe’s audience commodity: The labor-power of “prosumers” becomes a 

commodity owned by the communication industries and then sold to advertisers. 

Digital labor is exploited in order to generate advertising revenue. For Fuchs, the 

digital labor of producing user-generated content is the commodified “prosumer” 

labor-power that is sold to advertisers: “New media corporations … give [users] free 

access to services and platforms, let them produce content, and … accumulate a large 

number of producers that are sold as a commodity to third-party advertisers” (Fuchs, 

2010: 191-192).  

Although Fuchs invokes Smythe’s audience commodity and the model of 

surplus-value accumulation through labor exploitation Smythe relied on, Smythe’s 

focus on audience labor has disappeared into the conflated category of “prosumer” 

labor. For example, Fuchs has claimed that “the users who … upload or watch videos 

on YouTube … constitute an audience commodity that is sold to advertisers,” except 

that, since those users are also content producers, they are more accurately described 

as a “prosumer commodity” (Fuchs, 2010: 191-192). Fuchs has missed the fact that 

uploading and watching videos on YouTube are two different kinds of productive 

labor from the perspective of YouTube as a digital communicative capitalist. Users 

who watch videos on YouTube are the objects of advertiser attention because it is 

their “work of watching” that advertisers want to direct toward watching 

advertisements. Users who upload videos to YouTube are doing the work of creating 

user-generated content. Those users and that work are not sold to advertisers.  

Terranova’s (2000) theory of “free labor,” which draws inspiration from 

Autonomist Marxism, is a primary source of inspiration for another version of the 

political economy of digital labor. Terranova described the labor of producing culture 
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on the Internet as “free” in a dual sense: “simultaneously voluntarily given and 

unwaged, enjoyed and exploited” (Terranova, 2000: 33). Terranova followed in the 

general Autonomist theoretical thrust in considering such labor, which is 

characterized as “immaterial” (e.g. Lazzarato 1996), as an increasingly central aspect 

of capitalist production in general as production has shifted to the “social factory” (i.e. 

beyond the places typically understood as workplaces to society in general) and the 

accumulation of capital has become dependent on the “general intellect” as a 

productive force (i.e. knowledge made social through the labor process that depends 

on machines, but also knowledge made subservient to the machines in the production 

process (Terranova, 2000: 44-45). Terranova did not use “free labor” as a category 

through which to construct a political economy of the accumulation of capital 

specifically in communication, but rather to examine the accumulation of capital in 

general, as did all the theorists discussed so far other than Fuchs. As such, Terranova 

conflates the two aspects of digital labor into the “free labor” of digital cultural 

production. 

Cohen (2008) has combined the perspectives of Smythe and Terranova to 

develop a much-cited “political economy of Facebook.” She claimed that Facebook 

accumulates capital through the exploitation of “free” cultural labor that also 

constitutes the digital audience commodity sold to advertisers. Audience labor is 

absent from her theory, which conflates the labor of cultural production and cultural 

consumption. She skipped right past the exploitation of audience labor, linking “free” 

cultural labor directly to advertising revenue: “Facebook generates revenue 

predominantly from advertising that, thanks to personal information provided in 

members’ profiles, is precisely targeted to selective groups” (Cohen, 2008: 10). She 

described cultural labor quite clearly: “By uploading photos, posting links, and 
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inputting detailed information about social and cultural tastes, producer-consumers 

provide content that is used to generate traffic, which is then leveraged into 

advertising sales”  (Cohen, 2008: 7, emphasis added). However, like the other 

theorists of the political economy of digital labor considered in this section, Cohen 

misunderstood how digital labor is related to capital accumulation for a company like 

Facebook because she missed the importance of audience labor. The same is true of 

Coté and Pybus’ (2007) political economy, which used MySpace as an example.  

Cohen turned to surveillance as the key link between “free labor” and capital 

accumulation through advertising revenue. She described the process as “the 

valorization of surveillance”: 

Not only is surveillance the method by which Facebook aggregates user 

information for third-party use and specifically targets demographics for 

marketing purposes, but surveillance is the main strategy by which the 

company retains members and keeps them returning to the site. … [I]t is the 

unpaid labor of producer-consumers that facilitates this surveillance. … 

Facebook is engaged in the commodification of what can be understood as 

free labour. (Cohen, 2008: 8) 

Cohen’s political economy is similar to Andrejevic’s in that she has described the 

relationship of exploitation as based on the appropriation of information in the form 

of user-generated content through surveillance (Cohen, 2008: 14). But the 

advertisements connected to that appropriated content are there to be worked on by 

the audience laborers who might consume them. The accumulation of capital through 

advertising revenue does not occur directly through the exploitation of the cultural 

labor of Facebook’s users; the exploitation of digital audience labor is the process 

through which capital is accumulated. 
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The growing body of work on the new political economy of the audience 

commodity has also yet to take notice of the centrality of digital audience labor. 

Surveillance has received a significant amount of attention as one of the ways 

companies can profit from digital communication. Social networks like Facebook 

have been a primary focus (e.g. Cohen, 2008; Fuchs, 2011a; 2011b), but research has 

also focused on online advertising as a surveillance-based process that occurs across 

the web (e.g. Andrejevic, 2007; 2011; Kang and McAllister, 2011; McStay, 2011) and 

on the surveillance of mobile communication, including real-time location (e.g. 

Andrejevic, 2007; Manzerolle, 2010). The basic political economic theories put 

forward involve the sale to advertisers of the data gathered through surveillance. 

Andrejevic is the most prolific scholar in this area. The relationship between digital 

audience labor, surveillance, and communication as capital has not been addressed, 

even though targeted advertising is targeted at those who will consume it: audience 

laborers. 

Within the new political economy of the audience commodity, the supposed 

selling of users, prosumers, or digital laborers (or their attention) to advertisers — an 

update to Smythe’s original idea — has also been the subject of a significant amount 

of research (e.g. Fuchs, 2010; 2011; Kang and McAllister, 2011; Manzerolle, 2010; 

Napoli, 2010). Fuchs is the most prolific scholar in this area. I argue this scholarship 

suffers from many of the same errors of political economy that are present in 

Smythe’s original theory and the work of others in the old political economy of the 

audience commodity. And here, too, digital audience labor is not addressed or 

understood to be a specific kind of digital labor: Digital cultural labor and audience 

labor are completely conflated into digital labor, which makes it impossible to 
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understand the different ways digital media users are exploited in order to enable 

capital accumulation by digital communication companies.  

The appropriation of the user-generated content created by digital labor has 

also been a focus (e.g. Cohen 2008; Fisher 2012; Fuchs 2010; Terranova 2000). I 

define that as the exploitation of digital cultural labor. The basic political economic 

theories put forward claim that digital cultural labor is exploited, although there is no 

clear link presented between such exploitation and capital accumulation. One claim is 

that the products of that digital cultural labor are freely appropriated by sites like 

Facebook and used to attract other users who are sold to advertisers, thus extending 

Smythe’s theory of the audience commodity (e.g. Cohen, 2008; Fuchs, 2010). The 

actual work of consuming advertisements — thus, the role of digital audience 

labor — is not addressed. 

Conclusion 

The work that Smythe first drew attention to as audience labor and that Jhally 

and Livant further considered as “the work of watching” and the production of 

“audience consciousness” seems to continue to be the most difficult labor process to 

grasp within the political economy of communication. Neither Smythe nor Jhally and 

Livant were sufficiently specific in their conceptualizations of audience labor, while 

the theorists of the new political economy of the audience commodity have made 

audience labor disappear from the view of the political economy of communication. 

None of the scholarship of the new political economy of the audience commodity 

noted above addresses the fundamental relationship between capital and digital 

audience labor — the relationship that defines digital media users as consumers 

(although they are often also producers) and thereby enables the direct or indirect 

exploitation of digital audience labor. That relationship is the control of the means of 
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communication used in the process of cultural consumption, including, most 

importantly, control over the object of that consumption: culture. I have outlined a 

political economy of the relationship between audience labor and capital 

accumulation and the exploitation of audience labor elsewhere (see Author removed, 

2013; forthcoming). 

As Chen (2003) and Caraway (2011) have pointed out, Smythe’s political 

economy of the audience commodity was fundamentally erroneous in its conception 

of the commodification of audience labor-power. Building on Smythe, then, as much 

of the new political economy of the audience commodity does, only compounds that 

error. In their critiques, however, both Chen and Caraway pushed audience labor even 

further from the view of political economy. I argue it is necessary to put the focus 

squarely on audience labor. Building a political economy around audience labor 

requires the concepts of rent and interest [3], attention to the specificity of audience 

labor as a kind of communicative labor, and openness to the possibility that such 

labor can be exploited through the appropriation of surplus-value in its distribution 

rather than its production. Fuchs (2012: 732), however, explicitly rejects the idea that 

the concept of rent has any applicability to an explanation of the process of capital 

accumulation through digital labor exploitation. He claims that “using the category of 

rent for describing commercial media and Internet practices and their outcomes 

means to assume that activities on the corporate media and Internet … are not 

exploited and are no form of labour.”  

The concept of audience labor still has much to offer the political economy of 

communication because the theoretical implications of the concept remain relatively 

unexplored. A deeper conceptual engagement with audience labor and a development 

of political economic theory around audience labor processes would enable a clearer 
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understanding of the relationship of capital accumulation and forms of digital labor. 

The concept of audience labor and the development of a political economy of 

audience labor also have the potential to help produce new insights into 

communication history through an understanding of the long history of efforts to 

control and exploit audience labor. To this point, audience labor has made only a brief 

appearance in the political economy of communication, but an accurate understanding 

of the ways in which communication processes have been and continue to be treated 

as processes of capital circulation and accumulation seems to require making 

audience labor one of the fundamental concepts of the political economy of 

communication. 

 

Endnotes 

[1] This can be seen early in the essay, before Jhally has elaborated his political 

economy of the audience commodity, when he insists that finding the “objective 

existence” of the audience commodity requires distinguishing “the audience for 

‘Happy Days’ ” from “the demographic and psychographic specifics of that 

audience,” with the implication that the latter is the audience commodity (Jhally, 

1982: 204-205). “[M]odern systems of market research (numbers, demographics, 

psychographics),” Jhally explains, facilitate the production of audience commodities 

(205). 

[2] The paid labor of workers involved in the production of cultural commodities 

appears to more clearly fit the Volume I model of exploitation in the commodity 

production process, but the number of workers exploited in that manner pales in 

comparison to the number of audience workers exploited in the process of 

“consuming” cultural products. However, because Smythe, Jhally, and Livant rely on 
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the Volume I model, their political economy incorrectly describes the way in which 

audience labor is exploited so that surplus-value can be appropriated and capital can 

be accumulated. 

[3] Chen (2003) and Caraway (2011) have forward the concepts of rent and fictitious 

capital (interest as capital) as necessary to explain capital accumulation in digital 

communication. Pasquinelli (2009; 2010) has also argued for the importance of the 

concept of rent.  

 



29 

References 

Andrejevic M (2002) The work of being watched: Interactive media and the 

exploitation of self-disclosure. Critical Studies in Media Communication 

19(2): 230-248. 

Andrejevic M (2007) iSpy: Surveillance and power in the interactive era. Lawrence, 

KS: University Press of Kansas. 

Andrejevic M (2009) Exploiting YouTube: Contradictions of user-generated labor. In 

Snickars P and Vonderau P (Eds) The YouTube Reader, Stockholm: National 

Library of Sweden, pp. 406-423. 

Andrejevic M (2011) Surveillance and alienation in the online economy. Surveillance 

& Society 8(3): 278-287. 

Author removed (2013). 

Author removed (forthcoming). 

Caraway B (2011) Audience labor in the new media environment: A Marxian 

revisiting of the audience commodity. Media, Culture & Society 33(5): 693-

708. 

Chen, C (2003) Is the audience really commodity? An overdetermined Marxist 

perspective of the television economy. Paper presented to the Annual Meeting 

of the International Communication Association, San Diego, CA. 

Cohen NS (2008) The valorization of surveillance: Towards a political economy of 

Facebook. Democratic Communiqué 22(1): 5-22. 

Coté M and Pybus J (2007) Learning to immaterial labour 2.0: MySpace and social 

networks. ephemera 7(1): 88-106. 



30 

Fisher E (2012) How less alienation creates more exploitation? Audience labour on 

social network Sites. tripleC: Cognition, Communication, Cooperation 10(2): 

171-183. 

Fuchs C (2010) Labor in informational capitalism and on the Internet. The 

Information Society 26(3): 179-196. 

Fuchs C (2011a) An alternative view of privacy on Facebook. Information 2(1): 140-

165. 

Fuchs C (2011b) Web 2.0, prosumption, and surveillance. Surveillance & Society 8(3): 

288-309. 

Fuchs C (2012) Dallas Smythe today – The audience commodity, the digital labour 

debate, Marxist political economy and critical theory. Prolegomena to a digital 

labour theory of value. tripleC: Cognition, Communication, Cooperation 10 2): 

692-740. 

Harvey D (2006) The limits to capital. London: Verso. 

Harvey D (2010) A companion to Marx’s Capital. London: Verso. 

Jhally S (1982) Probing the blindspot: The audience commodity. Canadian Journal of 

Political and Social Theory 6(1-2): 204-210. 

Jhally S and Livant B (1986) Watching as working: The valorization of audience 

consciousness. Journal of Communication 36(3): 122-142. 

Kang H and McAllister MP (2011) Selling you and your clicks: Examining the 

audience commodification of Google. tripleC: Cognition, Communication, 

Cooperation 9(2): 141-153. 

Lazzarato M (1996) Immaterial labour. In Virno P and Hardt M (Eds) Radical 

Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, pp. 133-147. 



31 

Livant B (1979) The audience commodity: On the ‘blindspot’ debate. Canadian 

Journal of Political and Social Theory 3(1): 91-106. 

Livant B (1982) Working at watching: A reply to Sut Jhally. Canadian Journal of 

Political and Social Theory 6(1-2): 211-215. 

Manzerolle V (2010) Mobilizing the audience commodity: Digital labour in a 

wireless world. ephemera: theory & politics in organization 10(3/4): 455-469. 

Marx K (1990) Capital: A Critique of Political Economy: Volume I. London: Penguin 

Books. 

McStay A (2011) Profiling Phorm: An autopoietic approach to the audience-as-

commodity. Surveillance & Society 8(3): 310-322. 

Meehan ER (1984) Ratings and the institutional approach: A third answer to the 

commodity question. Critical Studies in Mass Communication 1(2): 216-225. 

Meehan ER (1993) Commodity audience, actual audience. The blindspot debate. In 

Wasko J, Mosco V, and Pendakur M (Eds) Illuminating the Blindspots: 

Essays Honouring Dallas W. Smythe, Norwood, NJ: Ablex, pp. 378-397. 

Murdock G (1978) Blindspots about Western Marxism: A reply to Dallas Smythe. 

Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory 2(2): 109-127. 

Smythe DW (1977) Communications: Blindspot of Western Marxism. Canadian 

Journal of Political and Social Theory 1(3): 1-27. 

Smythe DW (1978) Rejoinder to Graham Murdock. Canadian Journal of Political 

and Social Theory 2(2): 120-127. 

Smythe DW (1981) Dependency road: Communications, capitalism, consciousness, 

and Canada. Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing Corporation. 



32 

Smythe DW (2006) On the audience commodity and its work. In: Durham MG and 

Kellner DM (Eds) Media and cultural studies: KeyWorks, Malden, MA: 

Blackwell Publishing Ltd., pp. 230-256. 

Terranova T (2000) Free labor: Producing culture for the digital economy. Social Text 

63: 33-58. 


