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Abstract 

From Mass Culture to Personalization 

Lindsay Weinberg 

 

This dissertation argues that personalization—the web of technologies and 

cultural practices that generate information about consumers to market goods and 

services to target audiences—is part of a larger cultural and economic transformation 

under digital capitalism. Building on the Frankfurt School’s analysis of the mass 

culture industry, I use immanent critique to highlight the contradictions embedded in 

the celebratory rhetoric of digital media: its promises of customized, tailored, and 

interactive content, in contrast to the homogeneity and standardization of mass 

culture. I draw from Gilles Deleuze’s “Postscript on Societies of Control” to argue 

that personalization technologies are actually predicated on “dividuation,” the mass 

collection of data where individual subjects are fragmented into demographic data, 

preferences, and search habits for predicting future consumer behavior. Through 

discourse analysis, the study of laws regulating data, the critique of the political 

economy of personalization, and the study of its popular reception, I demonstrate how 

personalization aggregates consumer data to assess risk on capitalist investment, 

reproducing class, race, and gender biases in the distribution of market choices. In 

contrast to audience theories of labor, originally popularized by Dallas Smythe, this 

dissertation instead considers user attention to be part of a logistically coordinated 

digital economy where personalization is laborsaving to the extent that it cuts down 

on labor and supply costs. By providing an historical account of the rise of 
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personalization as a technology of leisure-time surveillance emerging out of the 19th 

century revolution in bureaucratic modes of control, I show how capitalism uses 

media technologies to capture user attention for managing circulation.  My analysis of 

marketing discourse and popular culture illustrates how personalization relies on 

gendered, racialized visions of technological subservience to conceal its operation as 

a technique of capital accumulation. Ultimately, this project provides a political 

framework for redressing the exploitation, unequal distribution of market choices, and 

pervasive surveillance that personalization entails through a critique of privacy rights 

discourse in the U.S. and E.U. I build on feminist approaches to political philosophy 

to argue that the non-sovereignty of the subject under commercial surveillance—

dividuation—could also provide the basis for the socialized redistribution of big data 

profits. 
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Introduction 
 

“The power of individual targeting—the technology will be so 
good it will be very hard for people to watch or consume 
something that has not in some sense been tailored for them."         
–Eric Schmidt, CEO of Google1 
 

The commercialization of the Internet has gone hand in hand with what 

Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron call the Californian ideology: the fusion of 

radical individualism, libertarianism, and neoliberal economics with a technologically 

deterministic vision of a more perfect future.2 Theoretically, consumers are 

empowered through increased access to information and market choices. This utopian 

vision grew out of the 20th century counterculture demand for individual freedom and 

the critique of alienation and hierarchy.3 However, what resulted from the transition to 

postindustrial information societies in the United States was not the transcending of 

capitalist social relationships, but a profound economic crisis triggered by the 

deregulation of information-driven financial markets.4 The US federal government 

deployed the rhetoric of freedom and individual rights to push other nations, 

particularly in the Global South, to privatize telecommunications and provide 

unfettered access to data across national borders. This global commercialization of the 

web—often referred to as the digital enclosure—coincided with the development of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Holman W. Jenkins Jr., “Google and the Search for the Future,” Wall Street Journal, Aug. 
14, 2010, accessed November 1, 2016, 
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052748704901104575423294099527212. 
2 Andy Cameron and Richard Barbrook, “The Californian Ideology,” Science as Culture 6, 
no. 1 (1996): 44-72. 
3 Fred Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth 
Catalogue, and the Rise of Digital Utopianism (Champaign, IL: U of Chicago, 2006).  
4 Dan Schiller, Digital Depression: Information Technology and Economic Crisis (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2014).  
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new techniques for intensifying the circulation of goods and services to prevent a 

realization crisis.5 These tactics included personalization, a form of commercial 

surveillance, which generates information about consumers to market goods and 

services to target audiences.  

From Netflix and Amazon recommendations to banking, insurance, health and 

education services, online shopping, and social networking, personalization— which 

promises to provide customized services, content, and goods based on the 

individual’s tastes, preferences, desires, and needs—is, contrary to its self-

representation, a rationalization of new techniques of capital accumulation. 

Personalization technologies collect data on consumers for the purposes of assigning 

risk, differentiating prices, and managing supply chains and labor costs. Through 

discourse analysis, the study of laws regulating data, the critique of the political 

economy of personalization and the study of its popular reception, I situate 

personalization as a cultural logic and an economic transformation, where 

computation-based technologies determine the unequal distribution of options and 

choices for subjects under capitalism. 

My analysis of personalization begins with a return to the Frankfurt School, as 

it is precisely the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture, where the culture industry 

masks the standardization, objectification, and exploitation inherent in the capitalist 

organization of labor and leisure, which personalization discourse purports to having 

overcome. While the Frankfurt School was writing during the 20th century rise of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Mark Andrejevic, Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2004). 
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state capitalism and Soviet socialism, the regime of 21st century personalization takes 

place in a hyper connected global capitalist system predicated on a new international 

division of labor, mineral exploitation in the Global South, and the primacy of 

computers, automation, deindustrialization and the service economy in the Global 

North. The Frankfurt School remains useful for understanding personalization as an 

apparatus for capital accumulation and control because both mass culture and 

personalization rely on mass production, the ideological construction of choice, and 

the association of leisure practices with empowerment. And yet, personalization 

certainly marks a transition from earlier standardized modes of production, as well.  

Personalization is organized around knowing the subject rather than merely 

producing demand within the consumer for a standardized good. It is also predicated 

on the interactivity of the subject rather than on the passive consumption of mass 

culture. Algorithms are a means by which the user’s buying habits, desires, 

demographics, and needs are collected and analyzed to captivate the user’s attention 

and present goods and services that the consumer is most likely to engage with. Most 

significantly, personalization is predicated on the fragmentation of the subject into 

data by a system that uses information to accumulate profit. Building on the Frankfurt 

School critique of individualism and drawing from Gilles Deleuze’s (1992) 

“Postscript on Societies of Control,” I argue that personalization technologies are 

predicated on “dividuation,” the collection of data from the entire user base that 

fragments individual subjects into demographic data, preferences, search habits, and 

behaviors. A return to the Frankfurt School is essential, given that the marketing 
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discourse surrounding personalization seeks to brand it as the supersession of mass 

culture. By demonstrating how the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture is still 

relevant under the regime of personalization, I am able to challenge analyses that 

argue for the democratizing, redemptive power of the digital marketplace and the 

emancipatory and empowering nature of interactivity. Additionally, the Frankfurt 

School’s methods of imminent critique and critical theory greatly inform my 

approach to analyzing the dominant marketing discourse around personalization and 

the misrepresentation of its technological underpinnings.  

For the Frankfurt School, and particularly Max Horkheimer and Theodor 

Adorno, it was the culture industry’s repression of authentic individuality that made 

mass media an apparatus of domination.6 The culture industry’s application of 

standardized mass production atomized and homogenized subjects, while market 

choices created the illusion of individuality. The Frankfurt School theorization of 

power was one of repression rather than production; subjects were repressed, rather 

than subjectivated by, the technologies of the culture industry. The limitations of 

critical theory in accounting for the mutually affecting and reflexive relationship 

between technologies and subjects, and more broadly, the humanism of Marxism, is 

the point of critique and departure for many New Materialists and Science and 

Technology Studies theorists. Thinkers like Jane Bennett and Bruno Latour 

responded to the humanism of the Frankfurt School by seeking to not only account 

for the coproduction of technologies and subjects, but also to devise a model of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment (London: Verso, 2016); 
Harbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1964).  
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distributed agency that could account for the reflexive relationship between 

technologies and subjects: subjects impact and influence technologies, and 

technologies exert their own agency onto the conditions of human subjects.  

However, one can read the move to account for the agency of all things as a 

description of post-Fordist technologies of control, given that big data technologies 

are able to render subjects, objects, and global flows of matter into vehicles of capital 

accumulation.  This parallel between New Materialism and data collection processes 

echoes the question Alex Galloway poses in “Poverty of Philosophy: Realism and 

Post-Fordism”—“Why, within the current renaissance of research in continental 

philosophy, is there a coincidence between the structure of ontological systems and 

the structure of the most highly evolved technologies of post-Fordist capitalism?”7 

Jane Bennett’s argument for the vibrant materiality of all things is an attempt to 

displace the hierarchy between forms of matter, where subjects are self-directed and 

possess agency and productive capacities, while things are passively made under the 

direction of, she writes, “something nonmaterial, that is, an active soul or mind.”8 

Bennett is criticizing not only the relegation of nonhuman material things to the space 

of the inanimate, static, mechanical, and passive, but also the Cartesian dualism of the 

autonomous and immaterial soul or mind that then animates and controls the material 

body and the nonhuman materials it encounters. While it is important to acknowledge 

the significance and interrelations between all forms of materiality, there may be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Alexander Galloway, “Poverty of Philosophy: Realism and Post-Fordism” Critical Inquiry 
39 no. 2 (2013): 347.  
8 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durkhan: Duke UP, 2010), 10.!
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something lost in the experience of flattening distinctions between different kinds of 

matter, particularly the conditions under which machines are designed and produced 

and the kinds of social organizations these materialities are constructed within.  

Given that the goal of distributed agency is not to assign causality but to 

account for the agency, interrelations, and effects of multiple nodes in any given 

system, it is difficult to formulate a critical approach that can account for the 

production of value and how the imperative of capital conditions processes of 

subjectivation and technological development. Even as STS pushes us to consider the 

coproduction of subjects and technologies, the critical dimension is often lost in favor 

of articulating a distributed model of agency such as Latour’s actor-network theory, 

which is concerned primarily with a description of how networks operate rather than 

an explanation of why particular networks are organized in particular ways. Latour is 

clear that this is his methodological approach, noting, “explanation does not follow 

from description; it is description taken that much farther.”9 Latour’s actor-networks 

have no “a priori order relation; it is not tied to the axiological myth of society; it 

makes absolutely no assumption whether a specific locus is macro- or micro.”10 It is 

then difficult to account for the creation of value and how this value creation is 

disadvantageous to subjects in the form of exploitation and the limiting/prescription 

of choice. I seek to call attention, alongside Galloway, to what I perceive as a 

tendency towards description rather than critical engagement when accounting for the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2005), 3. 
10 Bruno Latour, “Technology is Society Made Durable,” Sociology of Monsters: Essays on 
Power, Technology, and Domination, ed. John Law (London: Routledge, 1991), 103. 
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relationship between technologies and subjects. By returning to the Frankfurt School 

and restaging the line of inquiry with the questions of value and profit in mind, it 

becomes possible, I argue, to understand both how subjects are co-constituted by 

these technologies, and also how the construction of the individuated subject conceals 

how profit is extracted from the aggregate of information about all subjects.  

 There is a robust secondary literature on the Frankfurt School that seeks to 

update the critical theory of Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Habermas for the 21st 

century.11  Christian Fuchs’ Critical Theory of Communication provides an overview 

of the Frankfurt School and the ways the concepts of alienation, exploitation, and 

dialectical Cultural Materialism are useful for theorizing information, 

communication, and cultural labor in the 21st century.12 Andrew Feenberg has 

emphasized the insights critical theory has for studies of technology. For Feenberg, 

critical theory highlights the cultural and political values embedded in technological 

design.13 The contribution my dissertation makes to this literature is to rethink the 

Frankfurt School critique of mass culture as a description of subjectivation. Rather 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11Lambert Zuidervaart, Social Philosophy after Adorno (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007); D. Bruce Martin, “Sacred Identity and the Sacrificial Spirit: Mimesis and 
Radical Ecology” in Critical Ecologies: The Frankfurt School and Contemporary 
Environmental Crisis (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2011); Darrow Schecter, Critical 
Theory in the Twenty-First Century (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013); Diana Boros 
and J. Glass, Re-Imagining Public Space: The Frankfurt School in the 21 Century (London: 
Palgrave Macmillian, 2014); Robert C.  Smith, “Crisis, Social Transformation and the 
Frankfurt School: Toward a Critical Social Systems Theory and an Alternative Philosophy of 
Systemic Change,” Spanda 1, no 1 (2015): 25-33.!
12 Christian Fuchs, Critical Theory of Communication: New Readings of Lukac, Adorno, 
Marcuse, Honneth and Habermas in the Age of the Internet (London: University of 
Westminster Press, 2016).  
13 Andrew Feenberg, “Critical Theory of Technology: An Overview” Tailoring 
Biotechnologies 1, no. 1 (2005): 57-64. 
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than maintaining the Frankfurt School formulation of the subject as a subject reduced 

to inauthenticity under capitalism, I argue that personalization should be understood 

as a mode of governmentality where the subject comes to embody and internalize the 

demands of the digital economy while becoming increasingly responsible for self-

care and risk management. According to Mark Andrejevic:  

The notion that consumers are increasingly required to take on a broad 
array of interactive responsibilities ties in neatly with the forms of 
‘governing at a distance’ elaborated by the Foucault-inspired literature 
on governmentality…As social theorist Nicolas Rose puts it, 
neoliberal forms of governance envision the citizen as the entrepreneur 
of him- or herself who is “to conduct his or her life, and that of his or 
her family, as a kind of enterprise, seeking to enhance and capitalize 
on existence itself through calculated acts and investments.14 
 

Our understanding and enactment of our “freedom to choose” is a form of 

governmentality in that these choices are determined by, made legible to, and visibly 

and invisibly support a larger system of power. Subjective experience becomes 

increasingly in line with the participatory logic of markets and finance. Subjects are 

responsible for managing their own risks, and the act of choosing is productive of 

profit in that it allows for differential pricing, the minimization of risk, and the 

maximization of return on advertisements and “free” services. These choices are not 

inauthentic but instrumentalized in ways that further entrench inequality. It is, in part, 

the Frankfurt School’s critique of mass culture as inauthentic that enabled 

personalization to purportedly overcome the repressiveness of mass culture. Thus, my 

dissertation centers personalization and contributes to the debate regarding critical 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Mark Andrejevic, ISpy: Surveillance and Power in the Interactive Era (Lawrence, KS: 
University Press of Kansas, 2007), 144. 
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theory’s relevance or obsolescence for explaining contemporary relations of power 

through a critical reframing of the culture industry critique for the 21st century.15  

 The discourse around personalization technologies as emancipatory is 

indebted, following Fred Turner, to the cybernetic vision of the world that emerged 

during the counterculture movement of the 20th century. Turner writes against 

readings of digital utopianism as co-optation rather than as co-emergent with the 

technology-enthused strands of the counterculture movement, inspired by the writings 

of Norbert Wiener, Buckminster Fuller, and Marshall McLuhan.16 For many of the 

early computer programmers, the capacity of the computer for decentralization and 

personalization had politically transformative potential.17 This vision was shared by 

counterculture figures like Stewart Brand, who created the Whole Earth Catalogue to 

celebrate “systems theory and the power of technology to foster social change.18 But 

as Turner himself notes, with the emergence of the personal computer, this notion of 

individual empowerment and non-hierarchical organization became a marketing 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Douglas Kellner, Critical Theory, Marxism, and Modernity (Maryland: John Hopkins 
University Press, 1989). 
16 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 5. 
17 Ibid., 103. 
18 Ibid., 97. Miriyam Aouragh and Paula Chakravarrty have pointedly argued in 
“Infrastructures of Empire: Towards a critical geopolitics of media and information studies” 
Media Culture & Society 38, no 4 (2016): 562 that Turner’s account privileges the 
experiences and perspectives of elite US and European figures in the cybercultural and 
scientific community, displacing “the violence of the Cold War origins of cybernetics and 
digital infrastructure,” and particularly, “the impact of Cold War suppression, surveillance 
and the advanced technologies that targeted civilians from the Middle East to South East Asia 
and across Central and Latin America.” For my purposes, Turner’s understand of techno-
utopian discourse remains useful for understanding the contemporary marketing of 
personalization technologies in the overdeveloped world. I situate personalization 
transnationally in terms of the flows of supply chains, information, and labor underpinning 
the digital economy in Chapter Two. 
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tool.19 This trend is intensified under personalization, a technique celebrated by many 

within the marketing community as being able to actually “know” the consumer and 

provide meaningful individual attention.20 According to Chris Anderson, editor of 

Wired magazine from 2001-2012, personalization is able to guide consumers by  

following the contours of their likes and dislikes, easing their 
exploration of the unknown…The cultural benefit of all this is much 
more diversity, reversing the blanding effects of a century of 
distribution scarcity and ending the tyranny of the hit.21  
 

For Anderson, whereas mass culture required homogeneity rather than diversity, 

personalization allows for a diversity of taste to be accommodated. Scott E. Couto 

would add that personalization not only translates to business results but also helps 

the consumer overcome information overload.22 This is similar to the argument made 

by Carl Shapiro and Hal Varian, Google’s chief economist, in Information Rules: 

“Nowadays the problem is not information access but information overload. The real 

value produced by an information provider comes in locating, filtering, and 

communicating what is useful to the consumer.”23 In all of these cases, 

personalization is presented as superseding the limitations of mass culture: its 

homogeneity, hierarchical organization, and consumer disempowerment. Andrejevic 

describes this discourse as the “now-it-can-be-told” promotional strategy of the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 139. 
20  Thomas H. Davenport and John C. Beck, Attention Economy: Understanding The New 
Currency of Big Buisness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 2002), 124. 
21 Chris Anderson, “The Long Tail,” Wired Magazine, October 1, 2014, accessed November 
1, 2016, https://www.wired.com/2004/10/tail/.  
22 Scott E. Couto, “Is Personalization the Antidote to Information Overload?” Sept 9, 2015, 
accessed May 30, 2016, https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/personalization-antidote-
information-overload-scott-e-couto-cfa.!!
23 Carl Shapiro and Hal R. Varian, Information Rules (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business 
Review Press, 1998), 13. 
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digital economy, which admits to the repressive limitations of mass media in order to 

tout the promise of interactivity.24  

 This dissertation sets out to answer following: What are the conditions of 

subjectivation when information about not only the production process but also about 

the subject becomes a vehicle of accumulation for capital? I argue that information 

about the production process has more and more influence on production, allowing 

for more efficient management and hedging processes, meaning reducing the risk on 

capitalist investment through the management of supply chains and labor costs. Value 

is extracted out of the production process by knowing more about it. Additionally, 

what can be known about the subject is used to manage the options/choices they are 

presented with. What theory can address the profit produced from information, and 

more specifically, personalization, in the digital economy, under conditions of un-

waged time that account for the historical transformations in how capitalism 

accumulates value out of information? What is at stake in the ability of capital to 

manufacture options and choices, to set prices and determine what content a user is 

presented with based on the accumulation of information about user behavior and 

preferences? And finally, if personalization is often contingent upon the ability to 

aggregate and anonymize data in order to determine the options and choices for each 

user, how does the construction of the individualized subject in marketing literature 

and legal policy potentially conceal this process?  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Mark Andrejevic, “Estrangement 2.0,” World Picture 6 (2011): 1. 
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In the marketing literature that promotes the merits of personalization, 

subjects are imagined as empowered with increased consumer choice and access to 

information, and personalization is framed as a means of attending to the individual 

desires, traits, and needs of consumers. The individual subject presupposed by liberal 

consumer discourse necessarily conceals the fact that the choices users are presented 

with are often created based on aggregate user data. Under personalization, the 

emergence of online options out of predictive analyses of mass data fundamentally 

undermines the notion that these are individually tailored, and not mass-produced, 

commodities and services. Legal policy is equally concerned with the individual 

subject, particularly the privacy rights that are accorded to the liberal subject. While 

the push to protect the privacy of individuals helps to codify certain practices of 

businesses and governments as discriminatory or illegal, the design of many 

personalization technologies uses anoymized data in the aggregate, and therefore 

upholds the legal standards of privacy rights. Perhaps then, the reliance on the 

sovereignty of the individual subject under the liberal democratic tradition prevents a 

more transformative politics from coming to the fore.  

In order to analyze the relationship between online personalization, the profit 

extracted from the information users produce about themselves through their online 

behavior (such as purchases, demographic data, attentiveness to advertisements, etc.) 

and the kinds of subjectivity constituted by personalization as a scopic regime of 
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power,25 I am engaging with literature within the following fields of inquiry: new 

media, political economy, and cultural studies. The field of new media frames the 

Internet as a digital medium that is both a technological and cultural transformation. 

The development of this field is often attributed to Marshall McLuhan, who argued 

that with the emergence of new media came new spatial and temporal arrangements 

for subjects to navigate.26 New media studies is an interdisciplinary field that seeks to 

make sense of how digital media is embedded within rhetorical and communicative 

practices and to study how media content is produced and consumed in new, or 

perhaps not-so-new, ways. My work is in conversation with new media studies 

because of my examination of how online personalization works to create profit out 

of the enlistment of subjectivity. By the enlistment of subjectivity I mean the ways 

online personalization works to structure user attention. Profit is produced when users 

are delivered to advertisers, purchase a product, and/or produce information that can 

be packaged and sold to third parties. This structuring of user attention is done by 

inciting subjects to consume particular content, make choices, and indicate 

preferences, thereby producing information about their online behavior in the act of 

consuming. These modes of engagement are all forms of interacting with new media 

technologies that permit for greater personalization to occur and for information to be 

aggregated from the entire user base so that commodities and advertisements may be 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 I define a scopic regime of power as the organization of subjects’ visuality, where the 
exercise of looking/attentiveness is under surveillance. Subjects internalize the scopic regime 
of power through the association of consumer choice with the exercise of individual power in 
accordance with sanctioned ways of looking and having. 
26 Marshall McLuhan, The Medium is the Massage (New York: Bantam, 1967).!
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more effectively distributed. Personalization technologies create information about 

user attention, and by proxy, meta-information about what users pay attention to, that 

is aggregated and utilized for predictive analytics concerning how to best allocate 

market options and choices for the maximization of profit, as well as how to more 

effectively manage timing, supply chains, and hedge against potential risk on 

capitalist investment. In other words, personalization assists in the production of 

knowledge about the market outside the spatial and temporal organization of 

production that is then recycled into the production process.   

Political economy is also a field in which my work is situated. I am concerned 

with the question of value, and how institutional, legal, and discursive arrangements 

assist the process of value extraction from information online. I interrogate the 

normative assumptions that inform the legal protections afforded to both users and 

media corporations and examine marketing and economic framings of the relationship 

between information, planned economies, and free markets. The classical liberal 

theorist Friedrich Hayek argued, during the 20th century economic calculation debates 

concerning socialist economics, that the reason centrally planned economies could 

not work is because planners never have enough information to carry out effective 

resource allocation.27 In “The Use of Knowledge In Society,” Hayek argues,  

The peculiar character of the problem of a rational economic order is 
determined precisely by the fact that the knowledge of the 
circumstances of which we must make use never exists in concentrated 
or integrated form, but solely as the dispersed bits of incomplete and 
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Barone. Collectivist Economic Planning; Critical Studies on the Possibilities of Socialism 
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frequently contradictory knowledge which all the separate individuals 
possess.28  
 

For Hayek, the price system is the only means of providing information about choices 

and changes in the market in order to adjust economic decision-making. My 

conceptualization of political economy challenges Hayek’s theory of the knowledge 

problem of the market, where the information individual market actors have cannot 

be collected or used by others and where price is the only signal by which market 

actors can make choices. With personalization, the aggregation of information is 

precisely how personalization algorithms work: by aggregating information users 

produce about their desires to regulate and administer the distribution of 

advertisements and the production and consumption of goods and services.  

My research considers the shifting role of the price mechanism that is, according 

to free market economics, the informational tool that allows for the efficient exchange 

and use of resources. In the context of the digital economy, the law of one price no 

longer applies in that users are shown different prices for the same goods as well as 

different media based on their online purchasing behaviors and demographic data. 

The market is not a meeting of price takers and payers of cash in autonomous and 

anonymous settings as imagined in neoclassical economics, nor does supply and 

demand or the law of one price regulate production. The law of one price states that, 

“a good must sell for the same price in all locations.”29 Under conditions of 

personalization, consumers no longer pay the same price for the same good. This is 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Friedrich A. Von Hayek. “The Use of Knowledge in Society.” American Economic Review 
35, no. 4 (1945): 519.!
29 Gregory Mankiw, Principles of Economics (Fort Worth, TX: Dryden, 1998), 686. 
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known as differential pricing, where consumers are sold the same goods for different 

prices, allowing for the maximization of profit. This mode of production challenges 

the law of one price because personalization and the mining of data allow for 

producers to know exactly how much each consumer is willing to pay and for what. 

Capitalists do not rely on the price system to form expectations but manufacture 

prices and organize content based on the information users directly produce about 

themselves during the act of consumption or online attentiveness that help ensure 

future expectations and render subjective behavior predictable, manageable, and 

marketable. For this reason, personalization in the digital economy fundamentally 

undermines neoclassical economic assumptions about how supply and demand 

function to create equitable allocations of wealth.   

Within the field of political economy, Marxian economics is also central to my 

analytical framework. I question whether the information produced out of online user 

activity can be considered a product of users’ unremunerated labor. According to 

Moishe Postone, the Frankfurt School theorists:  

recognized the inadequacy of a traditional Marxist critique that 
grasped capitalism solely in nineteenth-century terms- that is, in terms 
of the market and private ownership of the means of production. 
Within such a traditional framework, the structural contradiction of 
capitalism is between those basic social relations and the sphere of 
labor, transhistorically understood as an activity mediating humans 
and nature that is the principle of social constitution and the source of 
wealth in all societies.30 
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30 Moishe Postone, Viren Murthy, and Yasuo Kobayashi, History and Heteronomy: Critical 
Essays (Tokyo: UTCP, 2009), 54. 
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Following Postone, I analyze in what ways structural contradictions have shifted 

under personalization. While under industrial capitalism, capital’s fundamental 

characteristic is the mediation of subjects through the concept of labor in order to 

produce surplus value, under post-Fordism, capital accumulates profit through the 

production of information assets that are not subject to the same time constraints as 

labor. Wage labor is a particular abstraction of time necessary for producing 

commodities under the capitalist organization of life. With personalization, 

information assets allow for the realization of value through future gains: options and 

the right to make market choices are tailored to subjects whose behavior is most 

monetizable and most likely to guarantee a return on investment.  

 My work is also in conversation with cultural studies, given its commitments 

to analyzing the intersection between technological transformations and the ways 

these transformations are represented and/or critiqued in film and literature. 

According to Raymond Williams, any adequate social theory needs to address that  

there are clear social and historical relations between particular literary 
forms and the societies and periods in which they were originated or 
practices; second, that there are undoubted continuities of literary 
forms through and beyond the societies and periods to which they have 
such relations.31  
 

Literature concerning the “neoliberal novel” and the cyberpunk genre have been 

especially useful, as texts and films that address personalization largely work to 

situate personalization technologies within the institutions, politics, and social norms 

that have “embraced the market as an ethics, as the universal determinant of life and 
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human activity.”32 Both the neoliberal novel and the post-cyberpunk genres illustrate 

how late capitalist society is shaped by the intense media saturation of modern life.33 

My dissertation analyzes the films Her and Everything Before Us and the novels Feed 

and Super Sad Love Story in particular because the narrative and the production of 

each of these texts is grounded in the socioeconomic conditions underpinning 

personalization. Additionally, these works follow the conventions of the cyberpunk 

genre by calling into question a dualistic understanding of the self and technology, 

where technology is understood  

in exclusively instrumental terms: in this view, technologies are tools 
whose use does not reciprocally transform the user in any 
fundamental…Whether we control our tools or they control us, ‘they’ 
remain outside ‘us.’ Cyberpunk defines itself by the interrogation of 
these dualistic habits of thought.34 
 

The cultural works dealing with personalization that I focus on challenge the dualistic 

separation of the virtual from the actual and of the self from technology to show how 

these spheres are co-constituting and overlapping. These works thus inform an 

alternative view to digital dualism through their illustration of what Nathan Jurgenson 

describes as augmented reality, where “our reality is both technological and organic, 

both digital and physical, all at once.”35 
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32 Mathias Nilges, “Neoliberalism and the Time of the Novel,” Textual Practice 29, no. 2 
(2015): 362. 
33 Ibid., 368.!
34 Thomas Foster, The Souls of Cyberfolk: Posthumanism as Vernacular Theory 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), xii. 
35 Nathan Jurgenson, “Digital Dualism Versus Augmented Reality,” Cyborgology, February 
24, 2011, accessed March 30, 3018, 
https://thesocietypages.org/cyborgology/2011/02/24/digital-dualism-versus-augmented-
reality/.!



! ! 19 

The following literatures inform my work because I am interested in how 

profit is accumulated during so-called leisure time, from non-waged conditions that 

are subjected to forms of exploitation and surveillance typically associated with the 

workplace. Much work has been done to describe the transformations of labor under 

the digital economy using Marxist theory. For example, in Christian Fuchs’ Digital 

Labor and Karl Marx and his article, “A Contribution to the Critique of the Political 

Economy of Google,” he argues that the interactivity between consumers and virtual 

interfaces is a form of unwaged labor that produces value for the capitalist system.36 

This position is shared by Tiziana Terranova in Network Culture as well as her 

article, entitled, “Free Labor: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy.” For 

Terranova, free labor on the Net includes “the activity of building Web sites, 

modifying software packages, reading and participating in mailings lists, and building 

virtual spaces,”37 wherein the “knowledgeable consumption of culture is translated 

into productive activities that are pleasurably embraced and at the same time often 

shamelessly exploited.”38 In Jonathan Beller’s Cinematic Mode of Production, he 

posits that labor can be used to describe the work of attention that produces value for 

capital through the consumption of the image.39 Trebor Scholz’s Digital Labor is a 

collection of essays that describes the nature of work in the digital economy as 

affective, precarious, and hyper-exploitive, but the majority of the entries look at 
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work that is (at least in part) waged.40 Beller’s work in particular helps me to 

understand personalization as a scopic regime of power, where the alienation of 

vision and the enlistment and economizing of subjectivity are what produce 

information. But for Beller, as well as the many other scholars relying on audience 

theories of labor originally popularized by Dallas Smythe, the commodification of 

human attention is a form of labor.41 I intend to problematize the reading of all online 

activity and attentiveness as a form of labor, a political viewpoint supported by the 

Wages for Facebook movement.42 The Wages for Facebook movement 

conceptualizes the value expropriated from online leisure activity as a form of 

unremunerated labor. Whereas the Wages for Housework movement extended the 

Marxist critique of factory labor to the home, Wages for Facebook includes social 

networking under the category of highly exploited and unrecognized work, where 

user information is the commodity users produce about themselves during their time 

social networking. The wage is seen as a tool for constituting a political struggle 

against the ways that Facebook both structures social reality and exploits it. I provide 

a different interpretation of what is means to be watched while making consumer 

choices and interacting online, while showing the conceptual and political limitations 

of the category of labor. Specifically, I argue that the deindustrialization of the US 

and the rise of the service economy and knowledge work has gone hand in hand with 
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40 Trebor Scholz, Digital Labor: The Internet as Playground and Factory (New York: 
Routledge, 2012). 
41!Dallas Smythe, “Communication: Blindspot of Western Marxism,” Canadian Journal of 
Political and Social Theory 1, no. 3 (1977): 1-27.!
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the expropriation of information from online users during acts of monitored 

attentiveness and consumption that should not be read as labor (as attention theories 

of labor might suggest), but as labor-saving, helping to Taylorize supply chains, 

fulfillment centers, and global labor flows. The literature that frames online leisure 

activity as labor functions as a cornerstone of my critique of the ways Marxists and 

critical theorists are conceptualizing the attention economy. 

Frederic Kaplan’s analysis of how Google’s algorithms produce value through 

the selling of keywords, intentionally manipulating the language used by subjects 

online, has also been instrumental to my research in helping me understand how the 

enlistment of subjectivity produces profit. “Linguistic Capitalism and Algorithmic 

Mediation”43 details the relationship between Google’s business model and what 

Kaplan calls linguistic capitalism. This is part of a larger body of scholarship that 

looks at the role that search engines and databases play in mediating information and 

assessing user’s intentions. The Society of the Query Reader provides an excellent 

overview of this literature, which concerns how searching can be ideological, 

normative, governing, or exploitative.44 I am particularly interested in the algorithms 

and tracking methods utilized by various software platforms: Amazon’s 

recommendation algorithm, personalized digital marketing auctions, and long-tail 

distribution pricing according to consumer data. These technologies function as a 
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means of shaping consumer desires, behaviors, and expectations according to the 

demands of models for capital accumulation. 

Scholarship pertaining to cybernetic theory, particularly the work of Nicholas 

Negroponte, helped me to situate personalization within the historical trajectory of 

how humans and machines were made legible to each another.45 In order to 

historicize the rise of personalization, I locate it along the trajectory of the rise of the 

personal computer and the rationalization of leisure time. For James R. Beniger, the 

rise of mass communications technologies for monitoring consumption habits went 

hand in hand with the desire to stimulate and reinforce demand for mass-produced 

goods in order to resolve crises in control as the market’s scope of distribution 

spread.46 Literature concerning the “Information Society” tries to historically situate 

the information economy along the trajectory of mass production to post-Fordist/post-

industrial modes of production, and helped me, in turn, to historicize personalization. 

This literature is exemplified by Armand Mattelart’s The Information Society, which 

looks at the relationship between risk assessment tools and the rise of the information 

age.47 Mattelart describes the following: 

The application of probability theory thus opened the way to a new 
method of regulating society, namely the ‘insurance society’; the 
underlying principle for the future welfare state and the institutional 
materialization of the idea of mathematically calculated solidarity and 
interdependence. The mean values extracted by the technology of risk 
from the distribution of statistical series (pertaining to population 
movements, criminality, suicide, and other ‘social facts’) became 
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norms of government. The statistical system provided a tool for the 
objective identification of ‘disruptive forces’ affecting the political 
system.48  
 

In the context of neoliberalism and post-Fordist models of production, profit is 

generated through the application of probability theory and statistics in order to 

distribute options and choices to those least likely to be a risk on investment. The 

regulation of society under the welfare-state has transitioned to the commercially 

oriented rationality of the neoliberal-state, where not only are disruptive forces 

objectively identified but subjects are categorized according to the likelihood that 

they will or will not provide a return on an investment of capital.  

Theories and analyses that consider surveillance, information, and privacy 

have also been useful for analyzing the politics of the digital economy. Starting in the 

1960s, many scholars put forth an understanding of modern society as one predicated 

on the ubiquity of surveillance and the loss of privacy,49 intensified under computer-

controlled bureaucracies.50 Modern forms of data collection have, as Spiros Simitis 

explains, fundamentally altered the discussion of privacy in three ways: 

First, privacy considerations no longer arise out of particular 
individual problems; rather, they express conflicts affecting 
everyone…Surveillance has thereby lost its exceptional character and 
has become a more and more routine practice. Finally, personal 
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information is increasingly used to enforce standards of behavior. 
Information processing is developing, therefore, into an essential 
element of long-term strategies of manipulation intended to mold and 
adjust individual conduct.51 
 

Oscar Gandy’s Panoptic Sort also describes the emerging information economy as 

predicated on surveillance, the infringement of personal liberty and privacy, and the 

sharing of sensitive information between government bureaucracy and big business.52 

Gandy’s work is useful in that it calls attention to the relationship between 

personalization and user surveillance and analyzes how surveillance functions as a 

form of social control. Gandy argues that the global capitalist system relies on 

panoptic sorting, meaning “the all seeing eye of the difference machine…the 

totalizing system of social control that depends on the ability of state and corporate 

bureaucracies to collect, process, and share massive amounts of personal information 

to track, command, coordinate, and control.”53 Personalization assists with the 

classification of individuals according to their perceived value in the marketplace, 

their preferences, and their online behaviors in order to render subjects more 

predictable, manageable, and exploitable. However, I problematize the metaphor of 

the panopticon for describing surveillance under conditions of personalization in that 

the panopticon is an ocular-centric model of power concerned with rendering 

individual subjects contained and docile. Personalization, on the other hand, works 

through the self-expression/disclosure of desire more than self-discipline, where the 
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information elicited from the user within circuits of capital is then used to categorize, 

list, and prescribe.  

Many scholars argue that the digital economy creates a collapse between the 

public and private sphere, whose separation is considered essential in traditional 

liberal democratic theory. For Zizi Papacharissi, there is a hybridization of the public 

and private sphere due to the transformative effects of new technologies that allow 

civic activities to be carried out in private.54 The collapse between public and private 

is also invoked in the scholarship around surveillance and privacy. According to 

Alice E. Marwick, users are able to “blur the boundaries of work and home, school 

and private life, or friends and family” and engage in acts of self-disclosure and social 

surveillance of both public and private life online.55  Jurgen Habermas’ The 

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere is frequently cited, as this text was 

one of the first to link the emergence of bourgeois liberal democracies with the public 

sphere.56 For Wendy Chun, the publicity of private life has come to supplant the idea 

of a refined private sphere predicated on its separation from the public sphere.57 My 

work concerns how divisions between public and private and labor and leisure need 

to be rethought, given that surveillance informs the structural organization of both 

spheres: the workplace is monitored to ensure productivity and compliance while 
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leisure is monitored to produce information assets that can then be reappropriated by 

the system of production. Rather than arguing that there is an encroachment on the 

private sphere by technologies of surveillance, I argue that divisions between private 

and public, labor and leisure have always been structured by the spatial and temporal 

organization of capital. The focus should then be on which points in the production 

process are subjects individuated or dividuated for the purposes of extracting profit. I 

define individuation as the construction of the consuming, desiring, producing, 

individual subject and dividuation as the processes whereby subjects are treated as an 

aggregated and anonymized mass through the extraction of information, data, labor, 

and/or profit. Whereas for Marx, the primary tension was between subjectivity 

(workers as commodity owners) and objectivity (workers as objects of the capitalist 

process of production/ as commodities themselves), the tension produced in a social 

order mediated not only by the commodity but also by the information asset is a 

tension between individuation and dividuation.  

Transformations in the digital economy have also provoked discussions 

concerning the limitations and usefulness of privacy rights discourse of redressing the 

surveillance and exploitation that the digital economy is predicated on. While Colin J. 

Bennett maintains that privacy regimes provide much needed legal mechanisms with 

which to contest corporate and government abuses,58 others have countered that 

privacy rights discourse is predicated on individualism and cannot reconcile the role 
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of networks.59 Papacharissi contends that privacy, given its inaccessibility and high 

social and economic costs, is more of a luxury commodity than a source of leverage 

for users.60 Rather than relying on existing privacy-rights frameworks, then, I propose 

tentative steps for rethinking assumptions about privacy. I argue that critical scholars 

of surveillance and digital labor need to address the fundamental non-sovereignty of 

the subject, where individuals can be fragmented and combined into mass collections 

of data for determining prices, managing production, and administering populations.  

When conceptualizing how personalization subjectivates users, the literature 

concerning societies of control has been instrumental to my work in helping to situate 

personalization technologies in relation to transformations in capital. Particularly, 

Gilles Deleuze’s “Postscript on Societies of Control”61 and Maurizio Lazzarato’s 

Signs and Machines62 have helped me to formulate how personalization is both a 

technology of subjectivation and a vehicle of capital accumulation. Deleuze parses 

out the difference between disciplinary societies and control societies as follows:  

The disciplinary societies have two poles: the signature that designates 
the individual, and the number or administrative numeration that 
indicates his or her position within a mass. This is because disciplines 
never saw incompatibility between these two, and because at the same 
time power individualizes and masses together, that is, constitutes 
those over whom it exercises power into a body and molds the 
individuality of each member of that body. In the societies of control, 
on the other hand, what is important is no longer either a signature or a 
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number, but a code: the code is a password:…We no longer find 
ourselves dealing with the mass/individual pair. Individuals have 
become “dividuals” and masses, samples, data, markets, or banks.63 
 

While both disciplinary societies and societies of control rely upon massifying 

subjects, what differentiates these regimes is the disembodiment of the subject, the 

fragmentation of identity into different characteristics and behavioral patterns, the 

aggregation of information that culminates in powerful vehicles of accumulation for 

capital under societies of control.  

When considering the ways that information technologies reshape relations of 

power, feminist theory has been instrumental to my project. Donna Haraway 

contributed significantly to the field through "A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, 

Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century.” She writes,  

I argue for a politics rooted in claims about fundamental changes in the 
nature of class, race and gender in an emerging system of world order 
analogous in its novelty and scope to that created by industrial 
capitalism; we are living through a movement from an organic, 
industrial society to a polymorphous, information system.64  
 

For Haraway, the shift from industrial capitalism to information systems has gone 

hand in hand with the integration of women into intensified systems of production 

and reproduction, where all spaces (public, private, embodied) are subject to the 

informatics of domination, meaning technologies of dispersed, interfaced, and 

networked nodes in a system of capitalist exploitation. Her understanding of the 

informatics of domination serves as a constant reminder to attend to the shifting 
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power relations under paralleled conditions of workplace and leisure-time 

surveillance without collapsing distinctions between the conditions that subjects 

encounter.  

In terms of formulating a politics and conceptual framework concerning 

leisure time surveillance and data aggregation, Kathi Weeks’ The Problem With Work 

is useful for its critique of the Wages For Housework movement.65 I argue that there 

are parallels between the push made by the Wages For Housework movement to get 

domestic work recognized as a form unwaged labor and the contemporary use of the 

concept of labor to describe the unremunerated value produced during conditions of 

leisure time surveillance online. Weeks argues that the Wages for Housework 

movement inadvertently over-valorizes wage labor while at the same time seeking to 

overthrow it. I hope to extend this critique to the digital economy by showing how 

using the concept of labor to describe acts of attention online during leisure is 

potentially limiting in its ability to foster a transformative politics outside the bounds 

of privacy-rights discourse and notions of proprietary ownership, i.e. the notion that 

one should have proprietary ownership over one’s data and be able to sell it, like 

one’s labor-power. 

While personalization discourse reinforce the idea of a sovereign subject who 

has the freedom to choose among goods and services, and to whom these goods and 

services are individually tailored to, the reliance upon the collection of information 

and the mass aggregation of data complicates this understanding. The subjectivation 
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of individuals is made possible precisely through their dividuation; subjects come to 

be constituted as individuals through the aggregation of data about the entire user 

base that is then segmented according to predictive models of user behavior and 

choices. An account of the role subjectivity plays in the digital economy thus requires 

s a critique of individualism. In particular, the concept of the rational choice-making, 

free-thinking, desiring subject of liberal consumer discourse will be challenged. The 

subject is a product of the social forces of discipline and control that the post-Fordist 

economy engenders, and this challenges the conceptualization of the individual who 

has preferences that are then incorporated into the market through personalization. 

Feminist theories of the non-sovereign subject, and particularly, Eva Feder Kittay’s 

understanding of relations of dependency66 and Carol Pateman’s critique of the 

individual presupposed by contract theory,67 help to uncover what is potentially 

emancipatory about Deleuze’s concept of dividuation. Read through the lens of 

feminist moral and political philosophy, dividuation becomes an emancipatory 

conceptual framework for demanding the redistribution of wealth rather than strictly a 

description of the subject’s fragmentation under late capitalism. 

Summary of Chapters 

In the first chapter, “Rethinking the Frankfurt School,” I analyze how 

personalization discourse adopts the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture to 

assert its own value. The Frankfurt School argued that, while mass culture promises 
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individuality and freedom of choice, it is actually predicated on standardization, 

homogeneity, and ideological conformity. Proponents of personalization claim that it 

delivers content, commodities and services that are individually and meaningfully 

tailored to each consumer. In describing the operation of personalization technology, 

I argue that the Frankfurt School remains useful for understanding personalization as 

an apparatus for capital accumulation and control. Personalization invokes a liberal 

democratic discourse, where consumption is a means of expressing individuality. 

Drawing from Deleuze’s “Postscript on Societies of Control” I argue rather that 

personalization technologies are predicated on “dividuation,” the collection of data 

from the entire user base that fragments individual subjects into demographic data, 

preferences, search habits, and behaviors. 68 Thus, although users understand 

themselves to be individual, desiring, choice-making consumers, personalization in 

fact transforms them into components of predictive models. 

The second chapter, “On the Question of Labor,” critiques media studies 

scholarship that argues for the expansion of the category of labor to describe the 

“work of attention,” where users are understood to be “working” when they pay 

attention online. While the category of labor is useful in that it highlights the 

exploitation of user data, it tends to collapse distinctions between the workday and 

leisure time. Capitalism exercises surveillance and control differently depending on 

whether it targets “free” time or employer-owned wage-labor time, as it does in the 

case of an Amazon fulfillment center worker, for instance. My work instead considers 
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user attention to be part of a logistically coordinated digital economy. I argue that 

information extracted from users online is better understood as a laborsaving 

technique to the extent that it cuts down on labor and supply costs. I thus refocus 

attention on the connections between the manufacturing of technology in the Global 

South, fulfillment center labor in the US, and the extraction of data from the entire 

network of workers and consumers.  

Chapter Three, “Attention and Design,” situates personalization along the 

historical trajectory of leisure time’s increasing rationalization through its subjection 

to management techniques typically associated with the workplace. There is a strong 

parallel between the ideological framing of domestic technologies in the 1950s and 

60s as “electric servants” — vacuum cleaners, dishwashers, etc.— and 

personalization technologies that yield anthropomorphized software agents and 

“digital butlers.” The management of leisure time therefore becomes a “service” 

provided by a subordinate machine-other. I demonstrate how both domestic 

technologies and personalization technologies intensify the rationalization and 

management of leisure time in ways that produce profit for capitalism. This chapter 

also includes an examination of the popular reception of personalization technologies 

and their promotion as a way to overcome information overload and the rapidly 

changing pace of modern life, where subjects are rendered responsible for the intense 

management of their time, choices, and attention.  

In the fourth and final chapter, “Surveillance and Privacy,” I address how the 

subject is constituted in legal policy concerning privacy and the production of data 
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through a comparative approach to the European Union and the United States’ 

treatment of privacy rights issues. While the E.U. and the U.S. conceptualize privacy 

differently, in both cases privacy is framed as a right belonging to a particularized 

subject. The idea of the sovereign subject certainly imposes limits on big data in that 

the concept of rights-bearing subjects provides a political framework with which to 

contest unlawful uses of data for discrimination and political persecution. However, 

by anonymizing and collecting data en masse, these corporations are able circumvent 

privacy laws. Rather than relying on existing privacy-rights frameworks, then, I 

propose tentative steps for rethinking assumptions about privacy. I argue that critical 

scholars of surveillance and digital labor need to address the fundamental non-

sovereignty of the subject. Political economy, in this view, is predicated not only on 

the sovereign subject as an ideological fiction for structuring relations between the 

state and subjects, but also on the subject’s non-sovereignty, where individuals can be 

fragmented and combined into mass collections of data. Theories of the non-

sovereign subject, including Eva Feder Kittay’s Loves Labor69 and Carol Pateman’s 

The Sexual Contract,70 challenge liberal democratic theory’s construction of the 

subject through a discussion of social interdependence. I use these approaches to 

political philosophy to think through how the non-sovereignty of the subject under 

commercial forms of surveillance could also provide the basis for the redistribution of 

big data profits.  
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Personalization is key to today’s consumer economy: for managing 

production and consumption, determining the distribution of market options and 

choices, and structuring user attention in ways that produce profit for capitalism. It 

relies upon the constant monitoring and managing of every point in the circulation of 

capital so as to best distribute risks and rewards throughout the social field. My work 

demonstrates how personalization technologies are embedded with class biases and 

rely on discriminatory practices in order to maximize profit. Those perceived as 

worthy of investment are presented with better options, incentives, and prices, while 

those whose browsing behavior, demographic data, and patterns of consumption do 

not appear as viable opportunities for creating profit are denied these services and 

incentives. The value of personalization for capitalism is that it works to create profit 

out of the enlistment of attention; profit is produced when users are delivered to 

advertisers, purchase a product, or produce information that can be packaged and sold 

to third parties. However, the ability to differentially price consumer options and 

determine which users are most likely to provide a return on capitalist investment 

necessarily entails the restriction of choice and opportunity.  

By providing an historical account of the rise of personalization as a 

technology of leisure-time surveillance and capitalist exploitation, I show how 

capitalism uses technology to extract ever-greater profits and to shape subjects’ 

attention to its demands and imperatives. My analysis of the design and cultural 

reception of personalization technologies, particularly how personalization is framed 

within marketing discourse as a service and not a technology of capital accumulation 
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and control, reveals how personalization technologies serve to perpetuate conditions 

of exploitation for both consumers and workers alike. Through my ideological 

critique of personalization discourse and the proposed alternative framework for how 

one might go about redressing the exploitation, unequal distribution of market 

choices, and pervasive surveillance it entails, my dissertation helps make these 

information asymmetries transparent so that they may be more effectively contested.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Rethinking the Frankfurt School 

 
It was the Frankfurt School that addressed the relationship between mass 

culture and standardization: the implementation of fixed standards and characteristics 

for particular goods and services, the commodification of previously customized 

processes, and the production of uniform and mass-produced goods. The role of 

marketing under Fordism was to unify heterogeneous and fragmented markets so that 

consumers could be distributed standardized goods with greater efficiency and 

profitability. Fordism went hand in hand with an increase in policies supporting mass 

consumption, including Keynesian social regulation in the form of welfare and wage 

increases.71 As Antonio Gramci famously noted, Fordism in America “affected 

production costs and permitted higher wages and lower selling prices…Hegemony 

here is born in the factory and requires for its exercise only a minute quantity of 

professional political and ideological intermediaries.”72 For Gramci, these 

transformations in production were part of a larger rationalization of society, 

including “a new type of man suited to the new type of work and productive 

process.”73 This new type of man would be integrated through the rationalization and 

mechanization of work and through the channeling of his/her wants and desires into 
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consumption. The Fordian project thus “governed the mode of social regulation 

during the interwar period and assured the mass integration of workers into the world 

of merchandise.”74 Fordism allowed for the production of mass standardized goods in 

which the sameness of the product was key to its ability to be produced cheaply and 

efficiently. The strategies of standardization included what Joseph Lampel and Henry 

Mintzberg describe as the “standardization of taste that allowed for standardized 

design, standardization of design that allowed for mechanized mass production, and a 

resulting standardization of products that allowed for mass distribution.”75  

Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse argued that the 

standardization and homogeneity of mass cultural production were masked by the 

ideological constructions of freedom, individualism, and choice. Unlike Marx, who 

imagined that the capitalist organization of life could be overthrown with the tools of 

technological progress, the Frankfurt School argued that the technological 

advancements of mass culture were producing immobilized mass subjects; subjects 

were made to conform to the technological apparatus rather than emancipated from 

the demands of labor. Under the ideological condition of what the Frankfurt School 

described as technological rationality—a system of technological social control where 

machines and the rational administration of life are framed as neutral and objective—
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technology is used to intensify labor and inequality rather than alleviate it.76 True 

emancipation, the Frankfurt School believed, could only come by unmasking the 

underlying social conditions of inequality and exploitation concealed by the 

democratization of mass culture. Increased disposable time and freedom from the 

unrelenting demands of the productive apparatus would allow for the formation of 

meaningful and authentic social relationships. 

 It is precisely the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture, where the culture 

industry masks the standardization, objectification, and exploitation inherent in the capitalist 

organization of labor and leisure, which personalization discourse purports to having 

overcome. Both the Frankfurt School and personalization discourse are critical of Fordist 

mass marketing on the grounds that it is homogenizing, standardized, inauthentic, and 

encouraging of user passivity. And yet, personalization and its claims to providing 

customized and individually tailored results, services, and products extends the cultural logic 

of mass culture that used choice and the construction of the individuated subject to make 

standardized goods desirable. This extension of the cultural logic of mass culture poses two 

fundamental questions that this chapter will attempt to answer: what is the relevance of the 

Frankfurt School critique in a capitalism where personalization replaces standardization, and 

what is at stake in a capitalism that not only uses choice to conceal mass production but 

extracts value through the use of information that consumers produce about themselves to 

create these options/choices? By revisiting the Frankfurt School critique and reading it as a 

description of the coproduction and co-constitution of subjects by technologies of social 
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control, it becomes possible to determine in what ways the Frankfurt School critique of 

standardization can be adapted for a critique of personalization. 

 The relevancy of the Frankfurt School for the late 20th and 21st century has been a 

topic of debate amongst scholars in the fields of media studies, cultural studies, and political 

economy. Douglas Kellner, for instance, contends that Frankfurt School “analyses of the 

administered society, the culture industries, science and technology as domination and the 

consumer society, provides unique and powerful perspectives to conceptualize, explain and 

critique recent socio-economic developments.”77 For Philip Goldstein, however, the 

totalizing approach of the Frankfurt School and its pessimistic theory of cultural domination, 

particularly in the work of Adorno and Horkheimer, have been surpassed by the work of 

“reform minded communists in the USSR and African-American, third-world, and 

postmodern critics in the United States.”78 Stuart Jeffries’ more recent book, Grand Hotel 

Abyss: The Lives of the Frankfurt School, contends that the Frankfurt School theory is 

particularly useful for thinking through contemporary crises of global capitalism, the 

concentration of media control, and the contradictions between ever-increasing inequality 

and and liberal democracy.79 Lauren Langman also argues for the continued relevancy of the 

Frankfurt School, stating, “we can now better understand ideology and how hegemony, the 

ideological control of culture, sustains particular historic blocs – coalitions of economic, 
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political, and cultural elites of every society at a particular moment.”80 R.C. Smith advises 

that, “To read critical theory with the mind of preserving that which speaks on the page, is to 

go against the spirit of the Frankfurt School…we must find the courage to challenge key 

theories and retrieve and redevelop key concepts (where necessary) for the benefit of the 

progressive development of theory.”81 It is in this spirit that this chapter sets out to rethink 

the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture in light of the rise of digital capitalism and to 

test the ways its concepts remain useful, as well as its limitations, for theorizing 

personalization.   

 For the Frankfurt School, the problem with mass culture was that it objectified, 

alienated, and exploited the subject while producing cultural homogeneity and conformity. 

The Frankfurt School argued that new technologies enabled standardized mass consumer 

culture to flourish under the guise of providing choice and a sense of individuality through 

the procurement of commodities, but they did not consider the subject and these objectifying 

technologies as co-constitutive. The subject was repressed by, not produced within, mass 

culture. The theorization of power as repressive rather than productive led the Frankfurt 

School to imagine a subject who could recuperate her lost authenticity and individuality, and 

this what personalization discourse purportedly provides: the opportunity for online 

consumption and attentiveness to be truly authentic and individualized. Theorists such as 
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Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze argue that processes of subjectivation and individuation 

precede the formation of the subject. In other words, there is no “authentic” subject-position 

to return to because technological, institutional, and social regimes help construct 

subjects/individuals. What the Frankfurt School described in their analysis of mass culture 

was a process that not only objectified subjects in its mode of production but also functioned, 

I argue, as a process of subjectivation. Consumers were constructed as subjects whose 

individuality was expressed through the act of making choices between consumer products, 

and these processes of subjectivation continue to inform the relationship between subjects 

and personalization technologies.  

I hope to demonstrate that both mass culture and personalization rely on mass 

production, the ideological construction of choice, the association of leisure with 

empowerment, and exploitation, intensified under conditions of personalization due 

to the ability to monitor and monetize consumer behavior. Personalization also differs 

from mass culture in that it relies on the interactivity rather than the passivity of the 

subject, on the accumulation of information rather than the manufacturing of demand 

for standardized goods, and on the accumulation of profit through information assets. 

But, like Fordist mass marketing, the exploitation, surveillance, and data aggregation 

inherent to personalization is masked by the way marketing discourse frames 

personalization as individualized, transparent, and able to meaningfully differentiate 

commodities and services for each user. Perhaps most significantly, personalization is 

symptomatic of post-Fordist societies of control, where information about the 

circulation of capital allows for the management of flexible systems of capital 
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accumulation. Options and choices are manufactured using what can be known about 

subjects to discipline attentiveness. This minimizes not the unmanageable economic 

and social risk that has resulted from the degregulation of the market, which 

information might be put in the service of alleviating, but capitalist risk on 

investment.  

Personalization Discourse 

While industrialization demanded standardized and depersonalized production 

in order to reduce costs, computerization has lead to the development of cheap and 

easy methods for personalization. Contemporary marketing and business literature 

frames personalization, meaning the web of technologies and cultural practices that 

generate information about consumers to market personalized goods and services to 

targeted audiences, as a technological, cultural, and economic transformation away 

from the standardization of mass culture and towards a horizon of differentiation, 

customization, and the privileging of consumer values and expectations. This 

celebratory discourse is exemplified in the business literature of digital marketing 

experts like Thomas Davenport and John Beck: 

The emphasis is now squarely on knowing the customer, not managing 
the brand or product…Customers’ needs, insights, buying habits, 
reactions to Web design, demographics, complaints and kudos, and 
favorite and least favorite products rule the day. As a result to this new 
attention to the customer, Web services firms implement customer-
monitoring software, such as Accrue, and build Web sites aimed at 
customer attention.82 
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Personalization purportedly allows us to go beyond the limitations of standardization, 

where the production process relegated consumers to a position of passive 

consumption. This discourse helps construct subjects as highly individuated and 

choice-making desiring subjects who have preferences that are then incorporated into 

the market.  

Marketing discourses around personalization and industry insiders’ 

celebratory accounts of the technology (hereafter referred to as personalization 

discourse) reinforce the idea of the sovereign subject who has the freedom to invest 

attention in order to choose among goods and services. The notion of being able to 

choose where one puts her/his attention covers over the ways in which 

personalization exploits that attention. According to personalization discourse, 

personalization technologies truly seek to know the consumer, whereas in mass 

culture,  

Everyone must behave (as if spontaneously) in accordance with his 
previously determined and indexed level, and choose the category of 
mass product turned out for his type. Consumers appear as statistics on 
research organization charts, and are divided by income groups into 
red, green, and blue areas; the technique that is used for any type of 
propaganda.83 
 

Adorno and Horkheimer conceptualized the mass culture consumer as passive and 

wholly subject to predetermined categories of commodities. The techniques that 

divided consumers into various statistics, groups, and types further reinforced the 

standardization of mass culture. While personalization discourse frames 
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personalization technologies as a means of overcoming the limitations of mass culture 

in using this information to customize, it is contingent on the intensification of 

regimes of calculation, surveillance, and target marketing.  

For the Frankfurt School, mass consumer culture perpetuated the illusion of 

individuality despite the fact that the actual productive apparatuses of capitalism 

created standardized goods and reduced cultural expression to the commodity form. 

In this economic model, it was necessary to manufacture consumer demand for mass 

products, and this was done through notions of choice and individuality that the 

Frankfurt School identified as forms of social control and ways of perpetuating the 

capitalist organization of production and consumption. With personalization however, 

the emphasis is not on the manufacturing of consumer demand for standardized 

products but on using information that consumers produce about themselves when 

browsing and consuming to determine which products to offer them. This helps to 

train consumers to be “better choosers,” empowered and responsibilized by 

personalization discourse to sort through options and indicate preferences. Subjects 

are rendered individually responsible for what previously, in standardized production, 

required investment on behalf of capital in consumer polling. They come to recognize 

themselves as consumers who are defined in relation to the commodities bought, 

services used, and the time spent personalizing these commodities and services. 

Personalization requires interfacing with various online platforms in order to receive 

better options, and personalization discourse frames the choices made between these 

options as expressions of individuality. The subject must constantly perform his/her 
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individuation, or in other words, differentiate his/her preferences, online behavior, 

and desires from others. This performance produces value for those who own the 

information consumers produce about themselves. Under personalization, the 

“ideological image of individual self-choice”84 helps mask the actual productive 

apparatus of personalization that aggregates user data, monitors consumer behavior, 

and administrates consumption and user attentiveness. Users come to identify with 

the “person” that personalization presupposes: the individualized, freely thinking, 

rational choice-making, desiring subject of liberal consumer discourse, while the 

actual productive apparatus behind personalization aggregates the data from the entire 

user base in order to anticipate user behavior, manage supply chains, and formulate 

target demographics. The subjectivation of the user as an individual subject is 

contingent upon the objectification of the user as an object of market knowledge.  

The construction of individuality and choice configured greatly into how 

theorists like Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse understood 

the relationship between mass culture and standardization. I argue that revisiting their 

critique and understanding it as a description of subjectivation will help unmask the 

productive apparatuses of the digital economy. In “The Culture Industry,” Adorno 

and Horkeimer argued the following: 

The city housing projects designed to perpetuate the individual as a 
supposedly independent unit in a small hygienic dwelling make him all 
the more subservient to his adversary—the absolute power of 
capitalism. Because the inhabitants, as producers and as consumers, 
are drawn into the center in search of work and pleasure, all the living 
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units crystallize into well-organized complexes. The striking unity of 
microcosm and macrocosm presents men with a model of their culture: 
the false identity of the general and the particular. Under monopoly all 
mass culture is identical, and the lines of its artificial framework begin 
to show through.85  
 

For Adorno and Horkeimer, the independent housing unit where subjects enjoy their 

leisure time outside of work, and yet are in close proximity to their work, presented 

an illusion of individuality that reveals itself in the conformity and unity of the 

organized housing complexes. The construction of the subject as independent and 

individuated, despite living in a standardized dwelling assembled on the principles of 

the capitalist organization of work and leisure, helped mask the cultural 

standardization of mass culture. Adorno and Horkheimer used this example as a 

microcosm of their critique of the culture industry, which presented individual 

consumers with various commodities, cultural goods, and pleasures, but inherently 

reinforced the totalizing logic of capitalism through the commodity form and through 

the mass reproduction of cultural sameness. Anything that purported to separate the 

individual from the mass and the general from the particular, or attempted to 

distinguish among the value of certain cultural commodities, served to mask the 

overall unity of the system that perpetuates relations of domination and inequality. 

Personalization also operates through the tension between the construction of the 

subject as independent and individuated versus the actual standardization of 

production. Personalized marketing is predicated on consumer monitoring, data 

aggregation, and the persistence of standardized production given that what is 
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personalized are not generally the actual products, but the ways they are advertised 

and distributed. For example, personalized recommendations merely match 

consumers with the goods they are most likely to click on and purchase using their 

preferences, purchase history, and browsing behavior, but the goods themselves are 

not customizable. The platform perpetuates the idea that these are individually 

tailored and customized goods and services (check out your recommendations). In 

addition, this form of personalization is contingent upon aggregating the data of the 

entire mass of the user base to generate accurate predictive analytics. It would be 

better to understand personalization as mass production by other means: not through 

the standardization of factory production, but through the mass collection of data and 

ubiquitous user surveillance for the purposes of targeting, prediction, and preemption.  

The notion of choice functions to legitimate capitalist domination by creating 

the illusion of alternatives that always already reaffirm existing relations of power. 

Adorno and Horkheimer noted “that the difference between the models of Chrysler 

range and General Motors products is basically illusory strikes every child with a 

keen interest in varieties. What connoisseurs discuss as good or bad points serve only 

to perpetuate the semblance of competition and range of choice.86 All culture, they 

argued, increased the power of the conventions of the culture industry, and even if a 

cultural good departs from the norm or purports to signify individualism or authentic 

style, it is: 

subsumed through style into the dominant forms of generality, into the 
language of music, painting, or words, in the hope that it will be 
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reconciled thus with the idea of true generality. This promise held out 
by the work of art that it will create truth by lending new shape to the 
conventional social forms is as necessary as it is hypocritical. It 
unconditionally posits the real forms of life as it is by suggesting that 
fulfillment lies in their aesthetic derivatives. To this extent the claim of 
art is always ideology too.87 
 

Adorno and Horkheimer believed that capital protected its interests through the 

ideological construction that culture can escape the manufactured sociality of 

capitalism by providing “authentic” alternatives. With personalization, it is argued 

that the consumer can find their authentic self by putting in time personalizing their 

commodities, by liking or disliking a product for example. Additionally, 

personalization algorithms serve as the arbiter of whether certain practices are 

authentic or not, given that the capitalist organization of value must constantly protect 

itself against those who seek to either subvert or “game” personalization and other 

web service algorithms. In the first case, users can attempt to subvert the aggregation 

of their user data, instrumentalized for the purposes of refining consumer profiles, by 

deliberately watching and clicking on media or advertisements that do not actually 

appeal to them. In the latter case, algorithms such as Google’s PageRank, used to 

rank websites for search queries, can be gamed by users who seek to have their results 

appear higher in the queue. In both cases, the task of authenticating the behavior of 

consumers in order to ensure the valorization of digital commodities and services is 

the responsibility of the technological apparatus. While Walter Benjamin theorized 
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that the reproducibility of machines would render the aura of authenticity obsolete,88 

machines now demarcate authentic and inauthentic interaction.  

The argument that choices as well as the subjects who make these choices are 

constructed fundamentally undermines the premises of free market capitalism. The 

ideological justification for free market capitalism takes the individual as a pre-

constituted given, where choices and relations between consumers and producers, 

laborers and capitalists, are based on voluntary exchange. In Capitalism and 

Freedom, Milton Friedman argued that free markets allow consumers to be free of 

coercion.89 Competition between sellers ensures fair and equitable exchange while 

fostering creativity and innovation in the market place. In contrast, a socialist state 

operates through either the predetermination or the restriction of exchange. 

Theoretically, the free market “gives people what they want instead of what a 

particular group thinks they ought to want. Underlying most arguments against the 

free market is a lack of belief in freedom itself.”90 For Friedman, a free society is 

synonymous with the ability of consumers to express desire through market choices. 

He continues: 

An impersonal market separates economic activities from political 
views and protects men from being discriminated against in their 
economic activities for reasons that are irrelevant to their productivity- 
whether these reasons are associated with their views or their color.91 
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The Marxist critique of Friedman is well known: Friedman does not account for the 

separation of labor and capital that gives subjects no choice but to sell their labor-

power in order to survive, while those who have a concentration of capital own the 

means of production. Additionally, under the logic of personalization, the market is 

anything but impersonal. Personalization and the use of information consumers 

produce about themselves to manufacture choices, options, and administer what 

advertisements and products are paired with which consumers is a means of 

predetermining the conditions of consumption in order to maximize the likelihood 

that there will be return on the capitalist investment. Personalization not only predicts 

the choices and desires of consumers and ultimately restricts these choices to insure 

their legibility and maximize returns, but also capitalism itself constitutes and 

subjectivates consumers as choosers with a “homogenized set of predictable desires, 

choices, and beliefs” that are ideally constituted and assembled so that the subject 

“will be one who keeps coming back for more of the same.”92 These exchanges 

between consumers and the interactive personalization interfaces appear as voluntary 

even when they are highly structured and administered under asymmetrical relations 

of power—consumers produce information that they do not own, and personalization 

technologies present ‘personalized’ goods that are in fact standardized and demand 

that the consumer put in time personalizing them. As consumers have ever increasing 

access to information, they are provided with little recourse to understanding how 
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information about the user is instrumentalized. Under the guise of choice and 

individuality, personalization dictates what consumers are shown and when. If the 

predetermination/restriction of exchange is what constitutes a totalitarian/socialist 

state for Friedman, it is interesting to note that personalization is predicated on the 

construction of consumers and consumer choices in predetermined and restrictive 

ways. 

With personalization, consumers are subjectivated differently from mass 

culture in that personalization requires interactivity and the spontaneous relinquishing 

of personal information and preferences. Rather than having to conform one’s desires 

to the choices offered, commodities and services are circulated, displayed, and 

advertised based on user preferences. This is why it becomes necessary for 

personalization discourse to acknowledge the critique of mass culture; the 

interactivity between subjects and personalization technologies is understood as 

meaningful and fulfilling within this discourse in that it provides personalized options 

rather than mass-produced, standardized products. Mark Andrejevic describes the 

discourse of the new media economy as a “now-it-can-be-told” promotional strategy: 

“It turns out that critical theorists were right about industrial capitalism all along: it is 

oppressive, top-down, and alienating after all. We can finally admit this because now 

we have the technology to leave it all behind.”93 Here, personalization discourse 

appropriates the Frankfurt School critique of mass culture in order to differentiate 

itself from previous modes of production.  
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What distinguishes personalization from mass culture—where consumers can 

only passively consume the advertisement or commodity—is that personalized 

culture is self-reflexive and interactive in that consumers must make choices, indicate 

preferences, and are thus constantly investing time in improving the act of consuming 

in order to be presented with better options. In personalization discourse, this is 

framed as a means of replacing the emphasis on production with an emphasis on 

consumers in a way that is highly personalized and individualized. Davenport and 

Beck argue that mass culture led to an “inordinate desire for individual-level 

attention”94 because it was incapable of addressing individual consumer preferences. 

In this sense, personalization allegedly overcomes the inability of mass culture to 

provide meaningfully differentiated commodities.  

According to personalization discourse, personalization can make cultural 

commodities available to everyone and accommodate the consumer’s niche tastes, but 

this is contingent upon the collection of data that can disaggregate demand. In the 

digital economy, the term “long tail” is used to describe the strategy of using 

personalization algorithms to market the products that fall at the low end of the 

supply and demand chain, meaning, products that are generally considered less “in 

demand” or less profitable for a company can find a way to be distributed 

successfully. A company such as Amazon can use recommendations in order to sell 

less popular products, and the digital quality of the economy allows companies to 

access vast consumer markets.  
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 Chris Anderson describes the value of these business models in his article, 

“The Long Tail”: 

Great Long Tail businesses can then guide consumers further afield by 
following the contours of their likes and dislikes, easing their 
exploration of the unknown...Long Tail business can treat consumers 
as individuals, offering mass customization as an alternative to mass-
market fare…The cultural benefit of all of this is much more diversity, 
reversing the blanding effects of a century of distribution scarcity and 
ending the tyranny of the hit.95 
 

In this account of the long-tail model, infantilized customers are in need of easing and 

guidance. Anderson argues for a form of consumer engineering while at the same 

time claiming that what results from the long tail model is more diversity and 

freedom from previous modes of cultural production. The consumer is an agentive 

individual whose diversity of taste and opinion should be considered and catered to, 

but who also needs care and assistance in having her preferences contoured. This 

contouring is predicated on the collection of data about the consumer that is produced 

during her very engagement with personalization algorithms. Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s critique of mass culture, and more broadly, the rise of consumer goods, 

advertising, and the production of commodity culture that caters to the lowest 

common denominator, are allegedly overcome within personalization discourse in 

that commodities are no longer perceived as mass produced and distributed but 

seemingly customized through the active engagement of consumers.  

 Regardless of the degree to which the consumer is removed from control over his or 
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her daily life, when engaging with personalization interfaces, the consumer is able to exercise 

a degree of choice in his or her consumption and leisure. The exercise of choice functions, as 

the Frankfurt School argued, to reinforce the liberal democratic discourse that frames 

consumers as individual and empowered choice-makers while masking the relations of power 

that delimit what spheres choice can be exercised within. Wendy Brown’s analysis of the 

relationship between neoliberalism and consumer discourse helps to frame the notion of 

“choice” as depoliticizing, perpetuating a sense of individual agency and responsibilizing 

subjects to absorb the risk and uncertainties produced under neoliberalism:  

A third layer of depoliticization is added to the contemporary American 
context by the saturation of every feature of social and political life with 
entrepreneurial and consumer discourse…When every aspect of human 
relations, human endeavors, and human need is framed in terms of the rational 
entrepreneur or consumer, then the powers constitutive of these relations, 
endeavors, and needs vanish from view. As the political rationality of 
neoliberalism becomes increasingly dominant, its depoliticizing effects 
combine with those of classical political liberalism and American cultural 
narratives of the individual to make nearly everything seem a matter of 
individual agency or will, on the one hand, or fortune or contingency on the 
other.96  
 

Brown is arguing that consumer discourse depoliticizes and isolates subjects from the forces 

of their domination. Cultural meanings, practices, goods, and feelings become a matter of 

individual attachment rather than a means of collective engagement, which obscures the 

production of difference and inequality. This is akin to Marcuse’s critique of mass culture as 

providing democratization within the sphere of cultural consumption, but furthering 

domination and inequality outside of it.97 However, Brown’s critique is also a departure in 
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that she frames consumer culture as part of a discourse within which subjects are produced; 

subjects make choices and formulate desires that, while depoliticized, are not considered 

inauthentic or false. 

 The Frankfurt School critique of individualism arose from an immanent critique of 

how mass culture perpetuates the idea of individuality and free choice, and yet represses and 

dominates subjects through the standardizing effects of mass culture that remove subjects 

from meaningful participation and relegate them to a position within an undifferentiated 

mass. However, for the Frankfurt School, this critique was inextricably linked to an idea of 

the subject who was denied authenticity, meaningful sociality, “true” consciousness, and 

whose wants and needs were entirely manufactured by the capitalist system.98 Mass culture 

repressed the subject’s “true” needs and wants through the creation of false needs, needs 

imposed by the dominant social order. For Marcuse, false needs 

have a societal content and function which are determined by external 
powers over which the individual has no control; the development and 
satisfaction of these needs is heteronomous. No matter how much such 
needs may have become the individual's own, reproduced and fortified 
by the conditions of his existence; no matter how much he identifies 
himself with them and finds himself in their satisfaction, they continue 
to be what they were from the beginning-products of a society whose 
dominant interest demands repression.99 
 

Personalization discourse, on the other hand, by relying on the active engagement of the 

consumer and by creating services that are seemingly individualized, can purport to having 

overcome the repressiveness of mass culture.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98 These theoretical formulations are largely indebted to the Frankfurt School’s Hegelian 
idealism and have also been met with the critique of elitism. See Tony Bennett, “Theories of 
the Media Theories of Society” in Culture, Society and the Media, eds. Michael Gurevitch, 
Tony Bennett, James Curran, and Janet Woollacott (London: Methuen, 1982), 30-55. 
99 Marcuse, One Dimensional Man, 5.!



! ! 56 

For Adorno and Horkeimer, the technologies of the culture industry that 

distribute commodities and classify consumers were inextricably linked to the system 

of social and cultural domination that results in cultural standardization. Distinctions 

between consumers were only emphasized and extended so that mass cultural 

commodities could be more efficiently produced and distributed. Adorno and 

Horkheimer argued that mass culture is contingent upon technologies of organization 

and control that are justified on the grounds that  

because millions participate in it, certain reproduction processes are 
necessary that inevitably require identical needs in innumerable places 
to be satisfied with identical goods. The technical contrast between the 
few production centers and the large numbers or widely dispersed 
consumption points is said to demand organization and planning by 
management.100  
 

The technological apparatuses underlying the culture industry, particularly the 

organization of supply chains and the development of mass advertising, were justified 

as being a necessary component to adequately and democratically distribute goods 

and commodities. Through the management of information, society was rendered a 

knowable object where consumer desire could be domesticated. 

The relationship between mass culture and its underlying technological 

organization for producing and distributing goods is intensified under personalization. 

What is perhaps one of the most profound outcomes of the transformation from 

standardization to personalization is the ability to produce profit not only through the 

manufacturing of commodities, which is contingent upon increasing demand and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
100 Adorno and Horkheimer. "The Culture Industry,” 94.   



! ! 57 

requires investment in labor, but also by technologically administering what goods, 

images, content and advertisements consumers are presented with online. Information 

about the user’s attention online, consumption habits, and demographic data informs 

predictive models of consumption and often serves a means of improving 

manufacturing logistics regardless of whether the user actually purchases a particular 

product.101 Unlike the theory of mass culture, which argued that capitalism masked 

the underlying standardization and homogeneity of commodities by presenting a false 

sense of individuality to consumers, personalization discourse both unmasks the 

culture industry by acknowledging its inability to provide meaningfully differentiated 

commodities and its tendency to treat consumers as masses rather than individuals, 

and then presents consumers with a supposedly more transparent, interactive, and 

personalized model of engagement. Wired Magazine’s Chris Anderson, who 

lamented mass culture’s production of “lowest-common-denominator fare,” the 

subjection of consumers to “brain-dead summer blockbusters and manufactured pop,” 

and the constraints of broadcast technologies, perhaps best exemplifies this 

discourse.102 Anderson critiques how “We equate mass market with quality and 

demand, when in fact it often just represents familiarity, savvy advertising, and broad 

if somewhat show appeal. What do we really want? We’re only just discovering, but 

it clearly starts with more.”103 Anderson pairs the possibility of online distribution 

and target marketing to give consumers what they “really want,” and having their 
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niche preferences catered to, with the expansion of markets for capital.104 What such 

a method necessitates is the constant monitoring of consumers to determine what they 

are likely to click on, view, and/or purchase. Self-reflexive interfaces allow 

consumers to further personalize the already prescribed and delimited choices they 

are presented with, and this participation is exploited in order to generate information 

about the user that can be appropriated, commodified, and exchanged with third 

parties.   

Personalization technologies must provide “retail-level attention at wholesale 

costs, to persuade customers that they are getting attention.”105 Needs and wants are 

not imposed, as the Frankfurt School might argue; they are determined through the 

consumer’s interaction with online interfaces. It is not the imposition of false needs, 

meaning needs that capitalism fully constructs and imposes onto subjects that the 

subject would otherwise not identify with, but the tracking of consumer’s expressed 

needs, desires, and preferences that are central to personalization. Personalization 

technologies track Web surfing and purchasing habits and record preferences to 

further tailor commodities. Subjects willingly demarcate likes and dislikes, provide 

information, and engage with personalization technologies in exchange for 

personalized goods. Personalization discourse thus overcomes the critique of mass 

culture not by imposing desires and wants onto an undifferentiated mass, but by 

inciting subjects to willingly engage with personalization technologies.  
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Perhaps it can be argued that personalization finds a way to extract profit out 

of audience agency and participation. Stuart Hall meant to nuance the Frankfurt 

School theory of mass culture by considering the ways subjects decode and interpret 

media according to their personal experiences and socioeconomic positionality, and 

argues that meaning is not fixed and the audience is not a passive recipient.106 As 

Andrejevic argues, “the Internet thematizes an understanding of the constructed 

nature of representation characteristic of a population that has grown up with a 

reflexive understanding of media representation.”107 Given that there is this reflexive 

understanding of media representation, personalization technologies provide 

opportunities to “decode,” interpret, share, and participate that are all rendered 

productive of value while challenging the Frankfurt School understanding of mass 

culture as top-down and producing passive audiences.  

A Brief History of Personalization 

Personalization can be situated within the historical trajectory of the 

development of statistics for managing populations. Foucault argued in his lectures, 

Security, Territory, and Population, that the development of statistics was critical to 

advances made in political economy as well as to the rational administration of state 

power and the construction of subjects as populations.108 Foucault teaches us that for 

the state, political economy always entailed the construction of populations and the 
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aggregation of information that allowed for people to be governed through being 

measured. According to Armand Mattelart in The Information Society, developments 

in statistics and probability theory were essential for the development of the welfare 

state, and ultimately, the information society:  

The application of probability theory thus opened the way to a new 
method of regulating society, namely the ‘insurance society’; the 
underlying principle for the future welfare state and the institutional 
materialization of the idea of mathematically calculated solidarity and 
interdependence. The mean values extracted by the technology of risk 
from the distribution of statistical series (pertaining to population 
movements, criminality, suicide, and other ‘social facts’) became 
norms of government. The statistical system provided a tool for the 
objective identification of ‘disruptive forces’ affecting the political 
system.109  
 

These technologies of governing and regulating society, assessing risk through 

statistical probabilities and through the marking and pathologizing of certain 

populations as criminal, deviant, etc., migrate from technologies of governing 

disruptive populations under the welfare state in the 20th century to modes of 

governing the market under neoliberal capitalism. Today, these 20th century 

technologies and ways of knowing that emerged in reaction to the failure of the self-

regulating market are applied to re-legitimate the deregulated market. Personalization 

is a technology that makes it possible to determine which subjects should be 

presented with options and choices that maximize their possibilities under conditions 

of generalized economic uncertainty. Subjects that are determined to be likely to 

function as a return on an investment of capital are presented with particular options 

and choices, while the choices presented to those determined less likely to provide a 
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return on investment based on predictive models of risk are limited and curtailed.110 

Subjects are responsible for maintaining flexibility and making timely choices, while 

the structure of information aggregation remains impervious to social scrutiny as an 

“objective” institutional arrangement.  

 Additionally, personalization technologies can be considered part of what 

James R. Beniger calls a revolution in control beginning in the 19th century and 

culminating in the information technologies of today.111 In order to help manage 

crises of 19th century industrial production, there was a need to develop bureaucratic 

control over information to make production and market expansion more efficient. 

Max Weber famously detailed this phenomenon when he described the emergence of 

highly rationalized bureaucracies in reaction to the growth of industrial societies and 

the need for control over information in order to administer them. Beniger argues that 

“For a half-century after Weber’s initial analysis bureaucracy continued to reign as 

the single most important technology of the Control Revolution. After World War II, 

however, generalized control began to shift slowly to computer technology.”112 

Beniger situates the rise of the computer and information processing technologies as 

tools to manage crises in the production and distribution of goods as the market’s 

scope of distribution spread. For Beniger, the development of mass communications 

technologies was essential for stimulating and reinforcing demand for mass-produced 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
110 Cathy O’Neil, Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data Increases Inequality and 
Threatens Democracy (New York, NY: Crown, 2016).  
111  James R. Beniger, The Control Revolution: Technological and Economic Origins of the 
Information Society (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), 6.  
112 Ibid., 7.!



! ! 62 

goods. He lists the following developments under the heading of mass feedback 

technologies developed in the 20th century:  

market research (the idea first appeared as “commercial research” in 
1911), including questionnaire surveys of magazine readership, the 
Audit Bureau of Circulation (1914), house-to-house interviewing 
(1916), attitudinal and opinion surveys, a Census of Distribution, 
large-scale statistical sampling theory, indices of retail sales, A.C. 
Nielsen’s audiometer monitoring of broadcast audiences (1935), and 
statistical-sample surveys like the Gallup Poll, to mention just a few of 
the many new technologies for monitoring consumer behavior.113  
 

These technologies are a further manifestation of bureaucratic rationality, a form of 

administration and control based on logical and statistical approaches to human 

behavior. The development of scientific marketing techniques, which used 

quantitative analysis to measure subjective consumer reactions to advertisement 

qualities such as shape, material, and color, coincided with new theories about how 

consumers are moved to act. In Analytical Advertising, William Shryer stated, ““It is 

a favorite superstition that because reason is peculiar to the human being it is his 

prevailing guide to action. Nothing could be much farther from the truth. 

Man…actually…is a creature of habits.”114 The prevailing attitude concerning 

consumer behavior shifted in the 20th century from assumptions about consumers 

acting based on reason to the idea that consumers acted based on uncertainty, and this 

necessitated, according to Beniger, “continuous monitoring to detect habituation to 

messages and other changes in preferences and habit. Just such monitoring of mass 
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populations had begun to develop by the turn of the century in what would become 

the most widely used of all market feedback technologies: survey research.”115 With 

personalization, companies no longer need to invest in consumer polling and survey 

research because the consumer produces data about her preferences directly when she 

consumes. These technologies assist in the rationalization of leisure so that capitalists 

can further plan production and distribution. They render subjective behavior more 

predictable to increase the possibility for economic returns.  

 The development of personalization algorithms was contingent upon the 

development of digital marketing in the 1990s and the migration of data analysis from 

the state to commerce as described above. Oscar Gandy’s sociological study of 

consumers’ relationship to information aggregation led him to conclude that 

consumers’ decreasing willingness to participate in surveys and rising consumer 

rights activism in the 1970s-1990s meant new target marketing methods had to be 

devised. These methods included collecting, packaging and selling consumer 

information and targeting consumers through phone calls, email, and eventually, 

online browsing.116  

 Digital marketing began with the introduction of the first clickable banner ad. 

The advent of the first clickable banner ad and software that allowed for search 

results to be produced according to relevancy made it possible for users to search for 

goods and content online in an organized way. By 1994, developments in software 
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allowed for search results to be produced by relevancy ranking. Larry Page and 

Sergey Brin founded Google in 1998 and social networking sites emerged throughout 

the early 2000s.117 These sites provided platforms for businesses to experiment with 

new strategies, and soon algorithms developed to help prioritize search results and 

make advertising more effective. The advent of the “cookie,” a small piece of data 

capable of being stored in a user’s browser on behalf of a website server, allowed for 

the direct collection of user data and the tracking of search habits.  

The rise of digital marketing went hand in hand with the development of 

analytics to measure consumer behavior.118 Data analysis as a discipline arguably 

began in the 1960s with the fusion of statistical methodology and computer science 

officiated by the establishment of the International Association for Statistical 

Computing in 1977.119 By 1989, databases and data mining became an emerging field 

of social and technological inquiry, and put into motion the discourse that would 

eventually solidify around “Big Data.” Wal-Mart pioneered the use of data in order to 

manage retail supply chains:  

Sam Walton made the lowly bar code sing: he demanded that all Wal-
Mart vendors slap a bar code on every product they shipped to his 
stores, and then he built a mammoth “digital warehouse” in 
Bentonville to slice and dice all the information that now poured 
across Wal-Mart’s checkout counters every day. This enabled Wal-
Mart, as opposed to the manufacturer, wholesaler, or distributor, to 
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capture, manipulate, and respond to the raw sales data generated by 
billions of individual transactions each week.120 
 

Whereas data aggregation was initially dependent on the manual accumulation of 

sales data from cash registers, inventories, and consumer polling, the development of 

the bar code, and later, sophisticated computation technologies, enabled Wal-Mart to 

reduce labor costs and leverage its knowledge of the market against suppliers, 

competitors, and consumers to control costs. Prior to these technologies, 

manufacturers and suppliers had the best information about demand, sales, and 

competition. However, as Nelson Lichtenstein explains, “with the automatic, 

electronic collection of point-of-sale data, information and power thereafter shifted to 

the retailer.”121 This shift allowed retailers to demand greater flexibility from 

manufacturers and control labor flows. By the 1990s, the expression ‘data mining’ 

became popularized in mainstream culture, and by 2005 companies would begin 

competing using extensive analytics and algorithms to mine data and produce 

valuable information for managing warehouses, transportation infrastructure, and 

industrial rhythms.122 In response to the dot-come bubble bursting in 2000, target 

advertising served as the foundation for a new capital accumulation strategy.123 These 

tracking efforts were supported, in part, by the federal government, which  

permitted the Web to be reconfigured around cookies and clocks and 
the user data that streamed back to digital services and 
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advertisers…Unique computer signatures (‘fingerprinting’), search 
histories, and location data allowed internet services and advertisers to 
track individuals as they shifted from screen to screen throughout their 
day, complementing the data that they gained by placing cookies on 
PC browsers.124  
 

Corporations and marketing services can exchange the information they collect on 

users to present the most potentially effective goods, services, and advertisements to 

each user. In other words, the consumer consumes the data that she produces about 

herself through personalization. 

User behavior is made legible to the personalization apparatus through its 

soliciting of user attention in ways that can be monitored. The increasing capacity of 

the web to be “interactive” is what is considered to differentiate Web 1.0 from Web 

2.0, where Web 2.0 designates the period when users began directly interacting, 

connecting, and participating in the web with one another and with business.125 None 

of this would have been possible without the developments of the 1960s and 70s, 

including the development of relational databases that allowed data to be stored in 

ways that made searches efficient. Today, with cloud computing, data has no storage 

limits and can be aggregated in a variety of ways. These developments allow for the 

accumulation of large swaths of data that would otherwise be considered valueless, 

unstructured, and unquantifiable if it were not for the software that allowed it to be 
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turned into information. Personalization algorithms are one of the means by which 

data is turned into information; a step-by-step computation used for processing data.  

Disciplinary Societies and Societies of Control 

 The development of personalization technologies is symptomatic of how 

control societies govern subjects and turn subjective behavior into a vehicle of capital 

accumulation. In Deleuze’s “Postscript on Societies of Control,” he explains the 

difference between disciplinary and control societies:  

The disciplinary societies have two poles: the signature that designates 
the individual, and the number or administrative numeration that 
indicates his or her position within a mass. This is because disciplines 
never saw incompatibility between these two, and because at the same 
time power individualizes and masses together, that is, constitutes 
those over whom it exercises power into a body and molds the 
individuality of each member of that body. In the societies of control, 
on the other hand, what is important is no longer either a signature or a 
number, but a code: the code is a password: We no longer find 
ourselves dealing with the mass/individual pair. Individuals have 
become “dividuals” and masses, samples, data, markets, or banks.126  
 

For Deleuze, in the disciplinary societies of the 18th-20th century described by 

Foucault, disciplinary power is exercised through institutional enclosure, clear 

demarcations between the workplace and the home, and the organization of 

production through the administration of space and time.127 Deleuze connects the shift 

from disciplinary societies to changes in the capitalist mode of production: 

Nineteenth-century capitalism is a capitalism of concentration, for 
production and for property. It therefore erects a factory as a space of 
enclosure, the capitalist being the owner of the means of production 
but also, progressively, the owner of other spaces conceived through 
analogy (the worker's familial house, the school). As for markets, they 
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are conquered sometimes by specialization, sometimes by 
colonization, sometimes by lowering the costs of production. But in 
the present situation, capitalism is no longer involved in production, 
which it often relegates to the Third World, even for the complex 
forms of textiles, metallurgy, or oil production. It's a capitalism of 
higher-order production. It no-longer buys raw materials and no longer 
sells the finished products: it buys the finished products or assembles 
parts. What it wants to sell is services but what it wants to buy is 
stocks. This is no longer a capitalism for production but for the 
product, which is to say, for being sold or marketed. Thus is 
essentially dispersive, and the factory has given way to the 
corporation.128  
 

Under societies of control, disciplinary power is no longer tied to forms of enclosure 

but generalized across the social field.129 Continuous control and instant 

communication come to supplant techniques of confinement and factory production. 

Value is accumulated not only during the worker’s working day but also during all 

communicative activity subject to the capitalist mode of valorization. Rather than a 

centralized panoptic model of power where subjects internalize discipline because of 

the fear of being surveilled, under societies of control, surveillance is carried out 

through a diffuse matrix of information gathering, allowing for the perpetual 

modulation of subjective behavior.   

Yet, societies of control and disciplinary societies cannot be so easily 

separated out. The technologies associated with societies of control mobilize data 

collection practices in order to increase policing and other exclusionary practices that 

oftentimes result in institutional enclosure, confinement in prisons being just one 

example. For Michael Hardt, it is not that societies of control have fully supplanted 
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disciplinary societies, but that “the enclosures that used to define the limited space of 

the institutions have broken down so that the logic that once functioned primarily 

within the institutional walls now spreads across the entire social terrain.”130 In other 

words, control intensifies and generalizes forms of discipline once regimented 

according to the organization of space and time within the school, the factory, and the 

home. Commercial surveillance as a form of control is used to differentiate those who 

“deserve” the maximization of market options and choices from those who are 

perceived as risks on the return of investment. As Paul Rabinow explains, 

Through the use of computers, individuals sharing certain traits or sets 
of traits can be grouped together in a way that not only 
decontextualizes them from their social environment but also is 
nonsubjective in a double sense: it is objectively arrived at, and does 
not apply to, a subject in anything like the older sense of the word (that 
is, the suffering, meaningfully situated integrator of social, historical 
and bodily experiences).131 
 

Subjects can be dividuated during the process of information aggregation in order to 

determine risk factors that are then applied onto the individuated subject. The 

individual subject is induced to govern herself in particular ways through her 

engagement with options and choices distributed according to the logic of 

personalization, which seeks to socially stratify risk and opportunity. 

Societies of control rely upon the disembodiment of the subject, the 

fragmentation of identity into different characteristics and behavioral patterns, the 

aggregation of information that culminates in powerful vehicles of accumulation for 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
130 Hardt, “The Global Society of Control,” 149. 
131 Paul Rabinow, “Artificiality and Enlightenment: From Sociobiology to Biosociality.” 
Incorporation. Ed. Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter (New York, NY: Zone, 1992), 243.  



! ! 70 

capital: “what constitutes capital value in our social system is the accumulation of 

information itself, its immanent vital qualities and self-organizing capacity.”132 

Societies of control are a response to the flexible accumulation of capital made 

possible by information technologies like personalization. It is “a new mode of 

governing society,” Mattelart explains, “in which everyone who circulates is liable to 

be under surveillance.”133 Personalization monitors consumer behavior using 

sophisticated technological apparatuses that make subjective behavior classifiable, 

marketable, traceable, and legible, ultimately containing and managing the productive 

power of subjects. 

While for the Frankfurt School the construction of the freely choosing 

individual was a way of masking the standardization of mass cultural production, 

personalization is a way of masking both the fragmentation of individual identity that 

Deleuze calls “dividuation” and the networked connectivity that underpins the 

production of data. What interested the Frankfurt School was the relationship between 

individuals and the mass they were constituted within. With personalization and the 

aggregation of user data, we see an intensification of the processes that dividuate 

subjects, meaning how subjects are disembodied, fragmented, and turned into 

informational byproducts. 

 It can be argued that what the Frankfurt School understood was that mass 

culture was a disciplinary mechanism that positioned individuals as consumers within 

a mass for the purpose of producing demand and perpetuating capitalist relations of 
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power. With personalization technology, the degree to which subjects are fragmented 

into data, characteristics, and behavioral patterns is further intensified, and this 

aggregation of information culminates in powerful vehicles of accumulation for 

capital under societies of control.  

Contemporary Approaches to Personalization 

Amazon, Netflix, and Google are examples of companies that utilize 

personalization algorithms, and it might be useful to compare and contrast their 

approach to personalization. Amazon uses the data it collects not only to make 

recommendations to users, but also to advise sellers on how much stock to carry, how 

to price goods, what goods to keep producing, and how to best market themselves. 

Amazon uses cookies to track customers and it aggregates the data from all its users 

to see who is buying what and when. This collection of information from all the users 

of its site is what informs the algorithm and allows it to make recommendations based 

on what others have purchased.134 Amazon uses collaborative filtering to make these 

recommendations, meaning the algorithm draws upon the preferences of others in 

order to make personalized recommendations. The algorithm is able to sift through 

millions of customers’ data and deliver results almost instantaneously. By drawing 

upon the entire pool of data from all of their customers, Amazon is able to make 

recommendations to new customers who have yet to demarcate their preferences. 
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Despite the seemingly individualized recommendations Amazon provides using its 

personalization algorithm, these recommendations are based in patterns found in 

anonymized aggregate data. Amazon does not use the customer as the center of their 

algorithmic model as personalization discourse might suggest. The size of the 

Amazon catalog is extremely large, and this would be quite expensive and ineffective 

given that most customers buy a very limited number of goods when compared to the 

entire catalog.  

Amazon defines its particular algorithm as modeled on item-to-item 

collaborative filtering:  

The algorithm aggregates items from these similar customers, 
eliminates items from these similar customers, eliminates items the 
user has already purchased or rated, and recommends the remaining 
items to the user…[we] focus on finding similar items, not similar 
customers. For each of the user’s purchased and rated items, the 
algorithm attempts to find similar items. It then aggregates the similar 
items and recommends them.135  
 

Tapestry first developed collaborative filtering as a method for aggregating 

qualitative data such as emails and posted messages for Xerox.”136 With the 

development of the Internet, new methods of collaborative filtering were created that 

could automate user recommendations online, and software developments made it 

possible for users to post comments directly on web pages. In 1996, Firefly 

technology was created at MIT that allowed for the anonymous gathering of user 
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preferences in order to make website recommendations.137 This method of 

anonymous data gathering went on to inform the methodology of today’s 

personalization algorithms.  

Companies like Amazon try to anticipate what users are going to buy before 

they even make purchases based on the user’s information, preferences, previous 

searches, and cursor behavior. Software platforms integrate consumption habits and 

online user behavior in a process of prediction, anticipation, and surveillance. 

Amazon uses the data it collects about users to make recommendations, devise 

marketing strategies and incentives, and advise sellers on how much stock to carry, 

how to price, and what goods to keep producing. Personalization allows Amazon to 

determine who is buying what and how purchasing habits compare between users.138 

Amazon records every click and cursor hover to plug into their customer-centered 

metrics and provides content creators with analytics that indicate how well a certain 

product is doing.  

Google also uses a personalization algorithm to produce search results, taking 

into account not only the relevancy of each web page to the search query, but also the 

user’s browsing history and past search results. Page and Brin first developed the 

Google search engine in 1997.139 The algorithm to make searching more efficient 

through relevancy was introduced in 2004 and it was limited to Google accounts, but 
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today it is at work whenever anyone makes searches on Google.140 Google’s 

personalizing works by tagging and indexing content from around the web and then 

presenting search results in a particular order as determined by the PageRank 

algorithm. This algorithm works by drawing upon the amount of keywords on a given 

Web page, the amount of time the page has existed, and the number of other web 

pages that link to a particular source. The PageRank algorithm is just one of many 

ways that software is mobilized by platforms in order to filter and organize 

information. Google has added indicators that draw upon the user’s individual data in 

order to further personalize search results.141 Google also uses algorithms for what 

Frederic Kaplan describes as “linguistic capitalism,” where platforms use the most 

references to certain keywords and phrases, the keyword’s correlation to user 

relevancy, and the desired rank to create a linguistic market where advertisers and 

businesses pay Google based on the algorithm’s valuation of all of these factors.142  

The activities of consumption and attentiveness produce the data that these 

algorithms collect, and submarkets like linguistic capitalism create vehicles of 

accumulation out of user information and behavior. With search, “the goal in this new 

economic game is not to catch the user’s gaze but to develop intimate and sustainable 

linguistic relationships with the largest possible number of users in order to model 
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linguistic change accurately and mediate linguistic expression systematically.”143 

Kaplan pointedly notes that with search engines, platforms economize linguistic 

expression rather than simply user attentiveness. According to Rene Konig and 

Miriam Rasch, “Search engines function as gatekeepers, channeling information by 

exclusion and inclusion as well as hierarchization. Their algorithms determine what 

part of the web we get to see and their omnipresence fundamentally shaped our 

thinking and access to the world.”144 The idea of “relevancy” presents users with the 

goods, advertisements, and information they are most inclined to click on or 

purchase, and platforms measure and commodify the user’s level and quality of 

interaction with the presented content. Google’s search engine helps incorporate 

online behavior into an economic model where user activity becomes its own 

commodity with exchange value in what Kyle Jarrett calls the advertising 

marketplace.145 The consumer is doubly alienated, first by purchasing the commodity 

that is abstracted from the social relations of labor that produced it, and second 

through the commodification of her subjectivity and online behavior.146  

Personalization, understood as a means of administrating consumption and 

user attentiveness, seeks to “bring the future into the present, so as to manage it 
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better.”147 In this sense, personalization uses the same logic as speculative finance, 

speculating on who will buy what based on the collection of information. An example 

of this is Amazon’s anticipatory package shipping, a system in which products are 

shipped to warehouses located near customers who are predicted to buy the good. 

Amazon makes this prediction based on the user’s previous searches, purchases, 

preferences, and the length of time the user’s cursor hovers over a certain image.148 

Personalization is not merely a form of advertising but a means of manufacturing and 

mining data to rationally administer consumption, minimize risk in investment, and 

manage and intensify the productivity of supply chains.  

Personalization And Information Assets 

Personalization is a means of keeping desire liquid, meaning a way of 

countering excess production and the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.149 Bernard 

Stiegler explains this relationship between desire and profit in For A New Critique of 

Political Economy:  

Those concerned in the 1990s with the question of work agreed that 
productivity gains would inevitably lead to an “end of work,” but 
seemed also to share the idea, widely held in the wake of the  
“conservative revolution” and the ideological domination of neo-
liberalism, that the capitalist dynamic had overcome the tendential fall 
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in the rate of profit. Nothing could be more false, and Marx was in fact 
far from mistaken. The recent crisis is, simply put, a consequence of 
this systemic tendency. Marx could not, however, have anticipated the 
role of the exploitation and functionalization of a new energy, which is 
not the energy of the proletarianized producer (labor as pure labor 
force), nor the motor energy of a new industrial apparatus (such as oil 
and electricity, which are placed into the service of the steel industry 
and the culture industries), but rather the energy of the proletarianized 
consumer-that is, the consumer’s libidinal energy, the exploitation of 
which changed the libidinal economy and, with it, the economy as a 
whole.150 
 

Stiegler’s argument is that the consumer’s libidinal energy counters the tendency of 

the rate of profit to fall. New technologies, such as personalization algorithms I argue, 

extract profit out of desire through the commodification of attentiveness. For Marx, 

capital creates prices through information about the production process, and 

technology makes labor time measurable and collects information about what the real 

costs of production are. Stiegler encourages us to consider how leisure, not just labor, 

is exploited under capitalism. Personalization algorithms exploit user attention and 

behavior in order to generate information assets. These algorithms gather, store, and 

analyze attention and behavior for delivering products or search results that are 

considered relevant to the search query or interests of the user. The idea of relevance, 

or in other words, giving the user what she “wants,” allows for capital to continue 

accumulating, where production and consumption are completely integrated through 

the flow of desire. Consumers produce information about themselves that is recycled 

into the production process to generate further personalization and refine consumer 

profiles for target marketing.  
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Personalization plays a role in what Stiegler describes as proletarianization, 

his term for how consumers are removed of their practical knowledge and memory by 

machines and exploited to extract surplus value. Proletarianization is contingent on 

what he calls grammatization—the structuring of human behavior using “apparatuses 

of the control of gestures which allow, as machine-tools, the liquidation of workers’ 

know-how, and, on this basis, the realization of immense gains in productivity, and 

the development of a new prosperity.”151 Grammatization is similar to Phlip Agre’s 

concept of the capture model of surveillance, meaning the ways human activity is 

intentionally structured to facilitate the real-time tracking of workers and 

consumers.152 Agre describes this process as ”the imposition of grammar of action” 

and a “kind of language” that facilitates the integration of these activities into a larger 

system of computational control.153 The new form of proletarianization in the context 

of information industries, Stiegler argues, generates the need to purchase and 

habituates subjects to affective systems of control, including a dependency on the 

services and commodities of capitalism. Stiegler notes that  

This proletarianization of consumers is what made it possible—by 
opening up mass markets enabling resistance against the tendential fall 
of the rate of profit—to confer buying power upon consumers, to 
accord them more than simply the renewal of their labor power, and to 
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fundamentally and practically weaken the Marxist theory of class 
struggle.154  
 

One is socialized similarly in both production and consumption, individuated through 

the option to sell one’s labor power to employers and the option to use one’s buying 

power to choose between commodities and services. This is part of the value that 

personalization purportedly provides: personalized options, choices, and services. In 

the same way that labor power confers upon the subject the “freedom” to sell one’s 

labor and enter into the wage relation, buying power signifies the “freedom” to 

choose between the options offered in the market. Buying power in both the context 

of standardized and personalized consumer culture serves a similar purpose: to 

perpetuate proletarianization while at the same time ideologically reinforcing notions 

of consumer agency and choice through the expansion of leisure time. With 

personalization, value can be extracted from leisure in multiple ways through the 

monitoring of consumer behavior online; not only the act of purchasing but also 

viewing, clicking, and browsing are commodifiable and exchangeable to the benefit 

of corporate, financial, and advertising industries. Leisure can then be 

reconceptualized, not as a sphere outside of production where the wage is simply 

consumed, but as a site for monitoring consumer behavior so that information about 

the consumer can be utilized in either the production process or as leverage for 

financial investment.  

The Frankfurt School was also critical of the expansion of leisure technologies 

and the democratization of cultural access that weren’t paired with an actual reduction 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
154 Stiegler, For a New Critique of Political Economy, 40. 



! ! 80 

in the amount of time spent working and that did not reduce the degree to which 

subjects experienced exploitation or alienation. Leisure, not just labor, formed a 

critical component of domination. With personalization, the data subjects produce 

about themselves when engaging with digital interfaces is owned by the platform the 

consumer interfaces with and can therefore be packaged and sold to third parties who 

use consumer data to assess credit risk and desirability as a tenant, employee, or 

customer.155 Rather than always competing, companies, institutions, and government 

agencies often share collected data. In addition, the act of not-consuming also 

produces exploitable information in that it allows for the further refinement of 

personalization algorithms. Knowing which users do not interact with a particular 

advertisement or consume a certain good either indicates the necessity to target for a 

particular commodity or provides a profile for what would not be a fruitful 

investment. User bases can also be purposed to track non-users, such as with 

Facebook, which makes inferences about non-users based on data from outside 

sources and other users by association.156  

It becomes useful here to distinguish between explicit and implicit 

personalized marketing, in that explicit personalized marketing solicits user 

interaction by asking the user to indicate preferences and provide personal 

information about their interests. Implicit personalized marketing relies strictly on the 
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aggregation of data from the user to present personalized goods and advertisements 

that the user is oftentimes unaware are in fact personalized. Examples of implicit 

personalization are the ways that Google search results and Facebook newsfeeds filter 

for relevancy to the user, and the phenomenon of advertisements of commodities 

from previously browsed pages mysteriously appearing in an entirely new window.  

Personalization and Alienation 

Personalization discourse frames the engagement with the interface and the 

interface’s ability to reflexively respond to the choices of the subject as disalienating 

in that consumers come to identify with the product that results from personalization. 

Meanwhile, these choices and indications of consumer preferences are synthesized as 

information to further refine the ways these products are marketed and distributed to 

the entire consumer base of the platform. For the Frankfurt School, the culture 

industry reproduced the alienation of the factory, or the process by which subjects are 

separated from the objects of their work and the means of production and forced to 

sell their labor power as a commodity within mass culture. In the case of advertising 

under mass culture, Adorno and Horkheimer argued: 

The assembly-line character of the culture industry, the synthetic, 
planned method of turning out its products (factory-like not only in the 
studio but, more or less, in the compilation of cheap biographies, 
pseudo-documentary novels, and hit songs) is very suited to 
advertising: the important individual points, by becoming detachable, 
interchangeable, and even technically alienated from any connected 
meaning, lend themselves to ends external to the work. The effect, the 
trick, the isolated repeatable device, have always been used to exhibit 
goods for advertising purposes, and today every monster close-up of a 
star is an advertisement for her name, and every hit song a plug for its 
tune. Advertising and the culture industry merge technically as well as 
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economically…the object is to overpower the consumer, who is 
conceived as absent-minded or resistant.157 
 

In the same way that capitalists alienate subjects from the conditions of their labor by 

removing them from positions of ownership and self-direction, subjects were 

alienated from the conditions of culture by being removed from positions of 

participation, control, and active critical engagement. Subjects were alienated from 

meaningful forms of sociality and culture because within the culture industry, 

advertising and culture blend seamlessly. The cultural artifacts themselves were 

standardized and deliberately designed for the purposes of advertising and mass 

distribution. Subjects were deprived of a participatory role and were wholly subject 

to, for Adorno and Horkeimer, the homogeneity of the culture industry and the 

imperatives of capital. The mass communications media and advertising industry 

perpetuated the passivity and homogeneity of the subject and rendered subjects 

docile, separating subjects from the perception of their economic circumstances.  

When one considers whether personalization relies upon alienation, one 

arrives at an impasse, because, on the one hand, personalization elicits users’ 

attention in ways they like, through the familiarity of their personal information and 

preferences and through their direct engagement with the interface. With 

personalization, the user actively engages with the interface. The user’s wants, needs, 

and desires impact the production process. According to Katarina Nygren and 

Katarina Gidlund, upon first consideration, the reflexivity of interfaces potentially 
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problematizes a reading of digital technology as alienating: “for the fundamental 

alienation of labour, Marx emphasizes that we do not experience ourselves as the 

acting agents in our grasp of the world; with digital technology we do experience 

ourselves as acting agent.”158 It also becomes difficult to suggest the concept of 

alienation in relation to personalization technologies when there is no wage relation, 

so at least upon first consideration, the user is not entering into a contract whereby he 

or she must engage in self-objectification and sell him/herself as a commodity. On the 

other hand, and as Nygren and Gidlund ultimately argue, “it does not matter how 

virtual the subject might be, there is always a positioned and localized body of 

experience and everyday life attached to it, from which the virtual subject is 

alienated.”159 For Nygren and Gidlund, alienation is still relevant in the context of 

digital interfaces because the virtual self is artificially abstracted from lived 

experience. The awareness of constant surveillance renders subjects without control 

of the self they must constantly perform, “mystified as nothing but the outcome of 

free individual choice.”160 

 Perhaps what can be considered disalienating about personalization, in 

contrast to the standardization of mass culture, is that is does allow for access to some 

semblance of unalienated social life online by providing platforms for users to 

interact and comment. The activity of the subject to some degree impacts 

personalized interfaces in that the interface responds reflexively to the presence of the 
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user as opposed to being passively consumed. However, “in order to experience the 

fullness of unalienated social life, one must trade away one’s personal data; only then 

can one enjoy individualized goods and services.”161 This is the trade-off of 

personalization in capitalism: one must willingly submit to an economy predicated on 

surveillance and the exploitation of user information in order to access individuality 

and sociality. Christian Fuchs describes this aspect in relation to social media as 

having a contradictory character: 

Corporate social media have a contradictory character: they enable 
users to easier stay and get in touch with others at the micro-level of 
everyday life, which enhances the quality of their lives, but at the same 
time this advantage comes at the price of digital economic, political 
and cultural alienation and control and exclude the mass of users. 
Given that these forms of domination are data-mediated, they tend not 
to be immediately visible and experiencable by the users. You do not 
feel and see that your data is a commodity, that the state stores and 
accesses citizens’ communications, and how many people talk about 
what you have posted on Facebook or about what the marketing teams 
of Shakira or Eminem, who have pages that are among the most 
‘liked’ ones, have published.”162  
 

While personalization may be disalienating to the extent that users enjoy engaging 

with the interface and the user experience is prioritized, the information users produce 

about themselves creates profit that is concentrated in the hands of the platform 

provider. What is alienated from the subject is not necessarily desire, but information. 

Subjects must make choices based on the knowledge they produce about themselves 

but do not have access to, and in this sense, information is alienated from the subject. 
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While subjects do not sell their capacity for leisure in the same way that they must 

sell their capacity for labor, leisure activity still produces profit for the capitalist 

system. The online advertising industry commodifies and objectifies the subject’s 

behavior and capacity for attentiveness.  

 Kylie Jarrett argues that user intentions and behaviors online should be 

conceptualized as alienated because  

my thoughts and activities are transformed into an alienated object that 
is no longer part of me, is not in my possession, and has agency that is 
not linked to my concerns. Once alienated, my intentions have the 
power to act upon me, autonomously of my desires, meanings, or 
interests.163  
 

Even if a user is willingly and deliberately engaging with a digital interface, the fact 

that the information produced in this engagement can be expropriated, repackaged, 

and sold to other companies, advertisement agencies, or shared with outside parties 

and governments, alienates the user from her online activity. An understanding of 

alienation as “a disturbed relation of appropriation,” where the subject does not have 

power over herself, her world, and the things she produces, helps to explain the 

subject as alienated from the data she produces about herself. 164 Capitalists in the 

digital economy use this information as a means of creating an economic surplus and 

instrumentalize the data for the purposes of predictive future modeling to generate a 

regulatory framework for online activity. 

With personalization, the potential for subjects to consume in ways that seem 

disalienating, meaning the ability to interact with other consumers using online 
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platforms and the fact that the subject’s desires, behaviors, and preferences are taken 

into account, is, for personalization discourse, the overcoming of what was repressive 

about mass culture. Personalization technologies are gratifying in that they can 

theoretically address any need, want, or desire instantaneously, but this immediacy 

also entails forms of surveillance and the restructuring of temporality in ways that 

facilitate capital accumulation.  

 This restructuring of temporality under advanced forms of capital 

accumulation is the premise of Jonathan Crary’s 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends 

of Sleep. Crary argues that the injunction to always be active, and therefore 

interactive, is “not some transformation of an earlier work-ethic paradigm, but is an 

altogether new model of normativity, and one that requires 24/7 temporalities for its 

realization.”165 Personalization is an intensification of consumption alongside the 

intensification of the temporal rhythms of capital that incite subjects to manage, 

exchange, recommend, and review consumer goods. At the same time, this activity 

provides a means of “maximizing [the] possibilities for monetization”166 in that the 

data produced about user activity is mobilized by the personalization apparatus. 

Subjects invest their time and attention into personalizing goods through regimes of 

structured sight. Personalization mines affects, preferences, and identity to generate 

commodities and content that engages the subject through the oftentimes willing 

relinquishing of privacy, habituating subjects to a digital environment that encourages 

self-disclosure. This self-disclosure allows for the production of data and the creation 
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of specific target demographics for a variety of consumer and financial products. 

According to Brian Massumi, this is how capitalism confronts market saturation:  

Produce variety and you produce a niche market. The oddest of 
affective tendencies are okay-as long as they pay. Capitalism starts 
intensifying or diversifying affect, but only in order to extract surplus-
value…The capitalist logic of surplus-value production starts to take 
over the relational field that is also the domain of political ecology, the 
ethical field of resistance to identity and predictable paths.167 
 

Affective tendencies do not need to be repressed or conformed to particular goods but 

can be diversified by the personalization apparatus itself in order to further refine 

targeted approaches to niche marketing and improve predictive analytics for pricing, 

advertising, and the improvement of management operations. The injunction to 

interact habituates subjects to the bombardment of the digital environment and 

actively remakes attention into acts that can be monitored and measured. Attention is 

structured through the means that allow for it to be commodified; clicks, likes, the 

hovering of a cursor, the amount of times searched, shared, tweeted. Unlike mass 

culture, where the injunction is to accumulate objects and confirm one’s class through 

the procurement of certain lifestyle commodities, it becomes more important under 

the conditions of 24/7 capitalism, Crary argues, that  

one’s life is coinciding with whatever applications, devices, or 
networks are, at any given moment, available and heavily 
promoted…Committing to activities where time spent cannot be 
leveraged through an interface and its links is now something to be 
avoided or done sparingly.168  
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It is personalization that allows for digital interfaces to reflect a one on one 

relationship with the user, while at the same time spontaneously aggregating 

information from the entire user base and from that user’s engagement with the 

interface to generate personalized services for others.  

Personalization, Commodity Fetishism, and Sociality 

In Marx’s understanding of commodity fetishism, social relations between 

people appear as relations between things that are valorized according to the 

exchange-value of the produced object in the market place. The thing-ness of the 

commodity is considered a fetish in that the social relationships between people that 

underlie the production of the commodity, meaning the labor necessary for producing 

the object and the condition of that labor, disappear from view. For Adorno and 

Horkheimer, commodity fetishism conceals the standardization and homogeneity of 

cultural production under capital’s control of mass communications technologies. 

Their concept of commodity fetishism can be used to understand the masking of 

standardization present in both the operations of mass and personalized culture: 

personalized goods appear to be customized recommendations based on an individual 

user’s preferences when they are in fact mass-produced goods that are often 

personalized using the information of an entire user base.169  What distinguishes these 
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two kinds of commodity fetishism, however, is that in personalization sociality is 

what is fetishized, rather than the relationship between things/commodities. 

With personalization, what results from commodity fetishism is not the 

appearance of a relationship between things but the appearance of interactivity, 

between subjects and interfaces or relationships between subjects mediated by 

interfaces. What disappear from view are the ways this process produces value for 

capitalism, the labor that produces digital platforms, and the ways information is 

aggregated and distributed. Personalization is a fetish that masks asymmetrical power 

relations and the fragmentation of users into informational byproducts. 

Personalization interfaces oftentimes perpetuate what appears as a one-way 

relationship between users and the personalizing agent, despite the fact that 

personalization is often predicated on the aggregation of data from an entire user 

base. For example, when one receives personalized recommendations from Amazon, 

these recommendations are based not only on the tracking of that one user’s purchase 

history, cursor activity, browser, and demographic information, but on a comparison 

of the user’s history with the entire user base to match the user with similar profiles.  

 Perhaps this explains why theorists like McKenzie Wark turn to Guy Debord 

and his discussion of the spectacle to understand the fetishization of social 

relationships in the context of the virtual, given that Debord’s theory is premised on 

the notion of the false consciousness of encounter, “the replacement of that faculty by 
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a social hallucination.”170 For Debord, there exists an ideological identification with 

the established order and an experience of participation within it, a social experience 

facilitated and normalized by the spectacle's representations. Debord argues, “the 

spectacle is a social relationship between people mediated by images.”171 For Wark, 

the shift to the digital is marked by a transformation in the positioning of subjects in 

relation to the spectacle. While in Debord’s spectacle, subjects are positioned as the 

passive recipients of its images, in what Wark calls the “disintegrating spectacle” 

subjects have the obligation to interact with one another. Alienation persists because 

subjects are still removed from the means of production; they are only able to access 

some semblance of sociality or unity by participating in “appropriate modes of 

desiring.”172 With personalization, subjects are perhaps reduced in their degree of 

separation given that they do not have a one-way relation to the images of the 

spectacle, but this interaction between subjects and between subjects and digital 

interfaces is still mediated by the commodity form. Unlike Debord’s understanding of 

the spectacle as the breakdown of the faculty of encounter and the “replacement of 

that faculty by a social hallucination, an illusion of encounter,”173 the encounter 

becomes a crucial means of domination that treats attention as a scarce commodity, 

and therefore quantifiable, measurable, and exchangeable. 
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 While the Frankfurt School framed the problem as a lack of transparency 

concerning the standardization of mass culture and the promotion of a false sense of 

individuality, for Debord the problem was that the spectacle created conditions of 

passivity, keeping spectators isolated, immobile, and alienated from one another. 

Personalization discourse frames personalization as a means of overcoming Debord’s 

critique of the spectacle, where the subject is no longer a passive consumer of 

commodities but an active agent, and where images and digital interfaces are imbued 

with the “personal” stamp of individual users. Under conditions of personalization, 

subjects are able to differentiate themselves from one another by providing digital 

interfaces and commodities their personality, putting in time, energy, and attention 

into molding the objects of their desire. Debord and the Situationists “wanted to 

abolish both the separation of labor from desire and the spectacle in which all that 

could be desired returned in the form of mere images of commodities.”174 For the 

Situationists, labor was put in the service of producing commodities rather than the 

active and playful engagement of one’s productive facilities, and this was a source of 

capitalist domination that the spectacle perpetuated by promising the fulfillment of 

desire through the procurement of commodities.  Under personalization, user 

attention unites the subjects with the objects of their desire perhaps, but 

personalization continues to function as a mediating force for intensifying 

consumption, organizing leisure, and aggregating information about consumers.  
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  The spectacle concentrates its power by putting forth representations of reality 

where meaning is derived from the appearances it promulgates, not the actual social 

and material conditions of existence: 

The present stage, in which social life has become completely dominated by 
the accumulated products of the economy, is bringing about a general shift 
from having to appearing- all "having" must now derive its immediate 
prestige and its ultimate purpose from appearances. At the same time all 
individual reality has become social, in the sense that it is shaped by social 
forces directly dependent on them. Individual reality is allowed to appear only 
if it is not actually real.175  
 

Capital has come to colonize existence to such a degree that rather than deriving 

meaning from her/his productive forces in the world, the meaning of a person comes 

from the goods she consumes and the digital traces she leaves. The condition of this 

society, where “all that once was directly lived has become mere representation,”176 is 

a product of the fact that social relations are always mediated by capital, and a social 

relation between things and images takes the place of a social relationship between 

people. This is taken a step further with personalization, in that the social relationship 

between people is what is fetishized as unmediated communication.  

 Jurgen Habermas thought that the potential of intersubjective communication through 

mass media technologies warranted optimism, but personalization, in its ability to extract 

value out of the communicativity of the market, has commodified the Habermasian vision of 

unmediated communication. Not only did Habermas “direct attention away from the political 

economy of capitalism, thus disabling analysis of the socio-structural logic of 
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neoliberalism,”177 but his theory of communication can also be used to describe 

communicative capitalism.178  Habermas argued, in contrast to Adorno and Horkheimer, that 

“An analysis that starts from the commodity form assimilates the new means of mass 

communication to the medium of exchange value, even though the structural similarities do 

not extend this far…the media of mass communication remain dependent on achieving 

understanding in language.”179 Habermas contended that mass communication could not 

wholly be confined to the commodity form and thus fully dominated by capitalist relations of 

power. He thought that shifting the discussion from the commodity form to communication 

and language would allow him to transcend the limitations of critical theory and find the 

emancipatory potential in mass culture. This emancipatory potential would provide the 

foundation for a universal discourse where members were able to act autonomously and 

spontaneously develop alongside other participants in a discourse of unfettered 
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communication.180 Habermas asked us to imagine the following:  

Imagine individuals being socialized as members of such an ideal community; 
they would be acquiring identities with two complementary aspects: the 
universal and the particular. On the one hand…they would learn to orient 
themselves within a universalistic framework, that is, to act autonomously [in 
Kant’s sense]; on the other hand, they would learn to use this autonomy- 
which makes them equal to every other morally acting subject- in order to 
develop themselves in their subjectivity and uniqueness.181 
 

Habermas’ vision of unimpeded communication and social interaction arguably doubles as a 

description of the promise of personalization. With personalization, consumption is turned 

into a Habermasian enterprise: subjects come to understand their own identities and develop 

mutual understandings with individuals by developing a relationship to a user community 

situated around commodities, brands, and service platforms. Communication in this case is 

instrumentalized for the purposes of inscribing the consumer in the manufacturing of the 

product. Maurizio Lazzarato argues that “consumption is no longer only the realization of a 

product, but a real and proper social process that for the moment is defined with the term 

communication.”182 The social processes that valorize commodities and further refine 

personalization algorithms are the same functions of mass culture that Habermas privileged 

as potentially emancipatory, a utopia that could serve to “reconstruct an undamaged 

intersubjectivity that allows for unconstrained mutual understanding among individuals.”183  

 Personalization purports to be emancipatory in that it facilitates peer-to-peer 

communication about products and services. This emancipatory framing grows out of 
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the counterculture movement of the 1960s and its attending cybernetic visions of an 

interconnected, global community. This vision developed into the late 20th century 

perception of personal computer technology as decentralized, nonhierarchical, and 

liberating, a perception fostered by techno-utopianists like Stewart Brand and 

Nicholas Negroponte.184 Within the regime of personalization, emphasis is placed on 

facilitating user communities around consumption practices; one is encouraged to 

associate her/his personal social media account with the products they buy and the 

brands she/he follows, and ratings, preferences, and consumer interactions are used to 

foster communities around personalization platforms and the goods they offer.185 Part 

of the cultural logic of personalization is not only to foster a relationship between 

users and the personalized platform, but also to enable and encourage users to 

communicate about the products. Habermas’ vision of communication must be 

reconciled with the conditions of consumption and desire under personalization.  

When thinking through the relationship between desire and commodification, 

repressive desumlimation remains a useful conceptual tool, even though the methods 

for aggregating information about consumers and distributing commodities and 
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content have certainly evolved since the time that the Frankfurt School was writing. 

Marcuse used the concept of repressive desublimation to illustrate how mass culture 

liquidated and conformed desire to the logic of the commodity, providing 

instantaneous gratification and removing any critical distance between the consumer 

and the object consumed. Slavoj Zizek describes the relationship between the 

psychology of the subject and repressive desblimation as follows: 

Psychology is surpassed here not through a liberating reflection that 
enables the subject to appropriate his repressed content, but “in the 
opposite sense”: it is surpassed through a direct “socialization” of the 
unconscious brought about by the “short circuit” between the Id and 
the Superego at the expense of the Ego. The psychological dimension- 
that is, the libidinal life-substance- is thereby “sublated” in the strict 
Hegelian sense: it is maintained, but deprived of its immediate 
character and thoroughly “mediated,” manipulated by the mechanisms 
of social domination.186 
 

For Zizek, techniques of providing immediate gratification are tools for social 

domination. The id, meaning the impulsive part of the psyche that responds 

immediately and directly to phenomena is “hot wired” so to speak to the superego, 

meaning the part of the psyche that ensures those impulses are expressed according to 

the imperatives of capital which coincide with the values and morals of capitalist 

society. The ego is bypassed because it is the part of the psyche that generally must 

negotiate the subject’s immediate desires with these normative constraints. Thus, the 

subject is able to have their needs and desires “instantaneously gratified,” but only 

through the channeling of these needs to meet the demands of capital accumulation. 
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One can think of personalization as the ultimate form of repressive 

desublimation in that every aspect of the consumer’s libidinal desire is 

instrumentalized to provide instantaneous gratification. It is repressive in that it 

ensures the subject’s libidinal desire is monitored and commodified for the purposes 

of capital accumulation. For Marcuse, repressive desublimation  

operates as the by-product of the social controls of technological 
reality, which extend liberty while intensifying 
domination…Technical progress and more comfortable living permit 
the systematic inclusion of libidinal components into the realm of 
commodity production and exchange.187  
 

Unlike sublimation, which requires the subject to channel desire according to the 

normative values of society, Marcuse associated mass culture with an explosion of 

socially transgressive desires that were met with the diffusion of commodities for 

every taste. This desublimation was repressive rather than emancipatory in that the 

subject’s desublimation of desire was conducted through the commodity form and 

subjects were forced to conform themselves and their desires to the productive 

technologies of mass culture.  

 According to Marcuse, if technical progress were marshaled for the purposes 

of providing subjects with outlets for desire that were not subjected to relations of 

commodity production and exchange, this would constitute emancipatory 

desublimation.188 With personalization, it is the way consumers communicate about 

products, what media they use to communicate, and the processes by which 

consumers share, comment, rate, and form communities around products, that 
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capitalism tracks and exploits. Therefore, personalization provides outlets for desire 

and communication, but outlets that are wholly subject to information aggregation 

practices, and thus do not constitute emancipatory desublimation. For Lazzarato, this 

reception 

gives the product “a place in life” (in other words, integrates it into social 
communication) and allows it to live and evolve. Reception is thus, from this 
point of view, a creative act and an integrative part of the product. The 
transformation of the product into a commodity cannot abolish this double 
process of ‘creativity’; it must rather assume it as it is, and attempt to control 
it and subordinate it to its own values.189 
 

The function of online platforms is not to impose inauthentic communication upon subjects 

but to instrumentalize user communication, creativity, and reception to generate information 

about the production process. The sociality of communication makes possible the 

aggregation of information from that communication (how many times a web page is shared, 

linked to, and visited is a significant part of how Google’s PageRank algorithm prioritizes 

search results, as well as how Youtube channel providers are able to sell advertising space on 

their channels for a higher price). The subject’s capacity for communication, enjoyment, and 

satisfaction, his or her affective interactions, habits, and behaviors online are produced within 

the “context of interpretation and assessment” tied to the “the production of sociability 

itself.”190 Unlike commodity fetishism, where the sociality of production is the hidden kernel 

masked by the relationship between things/commodities, under personalization, social 

relations themselves are not hidden, but what is concealed are the processes which exploit 
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these forms of sociality for information that can in turn be used to produce profit.   

 Online platforms also provide the opportunity for businesses to communicate with 

consumers directly. Juan Martin Prada argues: 

values such as personalized attention, closeness and proximity to the customer 
have become some of the essential principles of corporate action. To make the 
customer feel valued, to ensure that he/she notices that the company 
appreciates his/her interest in a particular product or service and considers 
him/her to be important, to ensure that the customer has sufficient 
expectations that he/she will receive personalized attention, or even that 
he/she is going to be a friend and not only a customer (as is often offered in 
advertising for banking services, for example), are some of the practices of 
this emerging emotional marketing.191 
 

The communicativity of web platforms enables customer-relations workers to directly reach 

out to the consumer base, to re-tweet positive feedback for example, to address individual 

consumer criticisms, and to provide promotional offers that seem to have truly attended to 

the consumer’s concerns. This communicativity between businesses and their consumers 

enables what Davenport and Beck described earlier as “retail-level attention” while the 

online platform aggregates as much data as possible from the consumer’s communication. 

Davenport and Beck argue that “as the attention of consumers becomes ever more scarce, 

they will respond most favorably to commercial messages that were created specifically for 

them and that embody their own specific needs and situation.”192 Personalization then is an 

attempt to overcome the saturation of uniform commodities under mass culture by 

channeling attention and using information about consumers in the hopes that the 

commodities and content they are presented with align with their individual preferences, 

habits, and tastes. 
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Personalization and Governmentality 

 The concept of governmentality provided by Peter Miller and Nikolas Rose is a way 

to think through the relationship between the technics of personalization and the 

administration of subjects produced within this regime of capitalism. Miller and Rose build 

from Foucault’s concept of governmentality, meaning the ways individuals are induced to 

govern themselves through the shaping of their conduct and the internalization of 

discipline.193 For Miller and Rose, they use the concept of governmentality to describe how 

the institutions underlying marketing and accounting shape the behavior of individuals in 

ways that comply with their institutional imperatives and allow them to administer subjects’ 

behavior. Their focus on marketing and the governing of subjective behavior is particularly 

useful for analyzing personalization given that it is a technology for administering options 

and choices and refining target markets.  

 For Miller and Rose, heterogeneous developments, not simply the mode of 

production, generate subject-positions, creating the conditions of possibility for subjects. 

Unlike the Frankfurt School, which conceptualized subjects as falsely individuated, Miller 

and Rose argue that conduct is normalized through disciplinary frameworks and technologies 

of social power. Particular technologies of power make it “possible to act on the actions of 

individuals so as to generalize the norm yet without telling people daily how to live their 

lives and what decisions to take.194 Power is conceptualized as productive within 

governmentality, not repressing the inner authenticity and true individualism of subjects, but 

through constructing, normalizing, and socializing them. Subjects are produced as 
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“autonomous individuals to be assisted in realizing their potential through their own free 

choice, or potential threats to be analyzed in the logics of risk and security…the human 

subject as individuated, choosing, with capacities of self-reflection and a striving for 

autonomy.”195 The objective for Miller and Rose is not to discover the true and authentic 

subjectivity hidden beneath the regime of subjectivation, just as their object is not to discover 

the true or authentic consciousness dominated by false consciousness. They seek to analyze 

the production of subjectivity in relation to the theories, technologies, knowledges, and ways 

of calculating and managing that make subjects legible to various calculative technologies 

and therefore, capable of being administered.   

 Conceptually, governmentality is able to explain how personalization overcomes the 

Frankfurt School critique of mass culture as authoritarian and inauthentic; personalization as 

a mode of governmentality works precisely by producing subjects rather than repressing 

them. Governmentality is also a conceptual tool that explains how personalization, against 

Debord’s critique of the spectacle, is predicated on the activity that subjectivates users, as 

opposed to subjects being forced to occupy a position of passive contemplation. 

Personalization, as a mode of governmentality, affirms the self-regulating and self-governing 

capacities of subjects. It simultaneously commodifies the ability of subjects to pay attention, 

make choices, and formulate preferences, where subjects help determine the standards, 

fashions, tastes, and norms of consumer culture. Subjects are conceptualized in relation to the 

productive features of marketing and advertising technologies that generate “new kinds of 

relations that human beings can have with themselves and others through the medium of 
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goods.”196 Personalization technologies often make it possible for consumers to see not only 

the products recommended for their personal enjoyment based on their preferences, but what 

their friends, colleagues, and peers are consuming. Subjects are governed precisely through 

their freedom to choose between personalized goods, and these choices are made legible 

through the structuring of attention for the purposes of greater personalization using 

sophisticated technologies of tracking and the ubiquity of online interfaces.  

 Personalization technologies assist with the construction of subjects, discursively 

produced within specific fields of knowledge: 

understandings of human individuality, personality and psychology elaborated 
by the psychological sciences have played a key role in the construction of 
consumption technologies. For psychological expertise in advertising provides 
a site where we can explore the extent to which this has been less a matter of 
dominating or manipulating consumers than of “mobilizing” them by forming 
connections between human passions, hopes and anxieties, and very specific 
features of goods enmeshed in particular consumption practices.197  
 

Technologies and knowledge discourses form an assemblage where the subject 

becomes an object of knowledge that can be analyzed, anticipated, and administered. 

Consumer behavior is used to inform how personalization algorithms are modeled. 

These algorithms presuppose a consumer-subject who will not necessarily make 

choices based on rational decision-making but according to diverse tastes, 

preferences, and social pressure, and who needs help navigating the vast web of 

information and commodities in order to make informed decisions.  

 Given that the value of personalization is its ability to make predictions based on past 

user behavior, preferences, and demographic data, the technology necessitates that users 
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interact and participate in their own subjection. The subject of personalization discourse is 

inextricably linked to the technologies that make it possible to know, read, and produce this 

subject. One could describe governmentality in the context of personalization as the 

subjectivation of dividuals, where the fragmentation of individual identity reduces subjects to 

what Lazzarato describes as “mere relays of inputs and outputs in production-consumption 

machines.”198 Humans and machines are “but recurrent and interchangeable parts of a 

production, communications, consumption, etc., process that well exceeds them,”199 that are 

then reconstituted as individualized and freely choosing subjects engaging with 

personalization technologies. Subjects are then disciplined to the attentive and affective 

demands of personalization technologies.  

 The ways consumer behavior becomes knowable, predictable, and capable of being 

administered is through personalization technologies. These technologies use sophisticated 

algorithms to aggregate consumer data and are designed to make consumer behavior 

comparable and thus useful for informing which commodities, advertisements, and services 

to present to the consumer. To analyze personalization as a mode of governmentality is to 

consider it: 

A technology of thought, requiring attention to the particular technical devices 
of writing, listing, numbering and computing that render a realm into 
discourse as a knowable, calculable and administrable object. Knowing an 
object in such a way that it can be governed is more than a purely speculative 
activity: it requires the invention of procedures of notation, ways of collecting 
and presenting statistics, the transportation of these to centers where 
calculations and judgments can be made, and so forth.200  
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Information is aggregated from consumers in such a way that it can be instrumentalized for 

the purposes of calculation and assessment. Consumers must be known, not so false needs 

can be invented but so consumer needs and desires can be connected to particular goods and 

services. Personalization is concerned not just with what is desired but also what is not 

desired, because this allows for the greater nuancing of personalization algorithms and 

further classification of consumer behavior. Subjects must internalize norms of surveillance 

in order to be knowable, an internalization of what Andrejevic describes as a “digital form of 

disciplinary panopticism, predicated not just on the monitoring gaze, but on the vast array of 

digital data made available by interactive and convergent communication technologies.”201 

Personalization masks this administration of culture by reinforcing the idea of a sovereign 

individual subject who has the freedom to choose between goods and services, and for whom 

these goods and services are individually tailored. And yet, personalization is a highly 

socialized process conditional upon the appropriation of networked-based forms of 

organization, rather than individual sovereign consumers. I return to this point in Chapter 

Four.  

 Personalization heralds a profound shift in capitalist accumulation models in that 

value is extracted from spreads, meaning the ability to disaggregate prices, as opposed to 

uniformity. Value is additionally produced out of the likelihood that consumers will or will 

not consume, click, or watch an advertisement, helping to refine target marketing data, as 

opposed to being conditional upon the consumer actually purchasing the standardized good. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
201 Mark Andrejevic, Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2004), 248. !



! ! 105 

When we begin to consider the question of how value is produced through personalization in 

the digital economy, it becomes possible to read personalization as an intensification of the 

Frankfurt School critique concerning what makes the culture industry an instrument of 

exploitation. 

 For the Frankfurt School, what was exploitative about mass culture was that it 

presented consumers with a wide array of consumer goods and media products while 

masking the conditions that produce surplus value for capitalists. This what Marcuse 

meant by the perpetuation of “obsolete forms of existence,”202 meaning wage labor, 

scarcity, and environmental degradation. With personalization there is the added 

dimension that not only are workers exploited through the wage relation in that they 

produce surplus value, but also subjects produce information that they do not own, 

have access to, or oftentimes even know they produce in the first place. Subjects are 

exploited through both their labor and the aggregation of information about their 

consumption and browsing behavior. With personalization, what is revealed in the 

sophisticated regimes of surveillance that monitor consumer behavior and choices is 

that leisure time is not free time and that information organizes both labor and leisure. 

I will return to this in Chapter Two.  

Personalization cannot be reduced to demand, in that both the subject of 

personalization and personalized goods are constructed and produced. Whereas in the 

Frankfurt School critique, the purpose of the culture industry was to generate demand 

for mass-produced consumer goods, with personalization, the subject’s individual 
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choices actually matter to the degree that they produce information about the 

circulation of capital between the poles of production and consumption. 

Personalization technologies allow producers to know how much each consumer is 

willing to pay, and this fundamentally challenges the law of one price operating at the 

time that the Frankfurt School was writing. The market is no longer a meeting of 

price takers and payers of cash in autonomous and anonymous settings as imagined in 

neoclassical economics nor does supply and demand or the law of one price regulate 

production. The law of one price states that, “a good must sell for the same price in 

all locations.”203 Under conditions of personalization, consumers no longer pay the 

same price for the same good. This is known as differential pricing, where consumers 

are sold the same goods for different prices, allowing for the maximization of profit. 

This mode of producing value challenges the law of one price because personalization 

and the mining of data allow for producers to know exactly how much each consumer 

is willing to pay and for what. People no longer necessarily pay the same price for the 

same good. 

For economists like Hal Varian, Google’s chief economist who structured 

their IPO and developed their algorithm for adwords, an advertising system where 

advertisers bid on Google search keywords to correspond to their clickable ads,204 

differential pricing is egalitarian. Varian’s argument is similar to the positions 
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critiqued by Adorno, Horkheimer, and Marcuse, who expressed great skepticism of 

arguments for the democratizing potential of mass culture:  

Forcing a producer to sell to everyone at the same price may sound 
like a good idea. But it can easily end up encouraging the producer to 
sell only to the high end of the market. Differential pricing gives the 
producer an incentive to supply the product to everyone who is willing 
to pay the incremental cost of production…Forcing a policy of flat 
pricing in an industry where it is inappropriate due to the nature of 
technology may well have perverse consequences.205 
 

Varian’s argument is that differential pricing allows the majority of consumers to 

enjoy the same goods by correlating the price of a product to the consumer’s means. 

This model of differential pricing is dependent upon the collection of data about 

consumers in order to determine the highest price each consumer would be willing to 

pay. Hal Varian’s egalitarianism neglects to mention the common practice of 

redlining in industries such as insurance, health care, and banking, where subjects are 

denied access to services because they are perceived as financial risks.206 In this sense 

differential pricing can be situated within a wider set of practices that use information 

about consumers to manage the options and choices they are presented with, 

particularly to incentivize those most likely to provide a return on capitalist 

investment and to manage the kinds of services and options, or lack thereof, offered 

to those deemed too risky. Specifically, digital redlining is indebted to the 1950s 

practice of depriving services and goods to particular groups based on their gender, 

sexuality, and race that the Fair Housing Act of 1968 was supposed to alleviate in the 
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context of mortgage lending practices. With big data, service providers use what Bill 

Davidow describes as “personal redlining” to limit choices and differentially price 

goods.207 Subjects who are perceived as worthy of investment are presented with 

better options, incentives, and prices, while others who are perceived as risks or 

whose browsing behavior, demographic data, and patterns of consumption do not 

appear as viable opportunities for creating profit are presented with different 

information. Differential pricing can then be reconceptualized as predatory and 

disenfranchising rather than democratizing. Despite the constant refrain that 

algorithmic models are neutral and objective, they are, as Frank Pasquale argues, 

“predictably biased toward reinforcing certain hierarchies of wealth and attention.”208 

The outcomes of algorithmic sorting of information and market choices function as a 

microcosm of larger structural inequalities. The White House Report on big data 

noted:  

Unfortunately, “perfect personalization” also leaves room for subtle 
and not-so-subtle forms of discrimination in pricing, services, and 
opportunities. For example, one study found web searches involving 
black-identifying names were more likely to display ads with the word 
“arrest” in them than searches with white-identifying 
names…outcomes like these, by serving up different kinds of 
information to different groups, have the potential to cause real harm 
to individuals, whether they are pursuing a job, purchasing a home, or 
simply searching for information.209  
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Personalization structures the options it presents users with based on information 

asymmetries that benefit those with capital. Personalization, then, is not merely a 

means of presenting users with the best options and choices on the market or the most 

relevant information to their preferences and desires, but is part of a larger apparatus 

that aggregates data for the purposes of assigning risk. It reinforces biases and 

discriminatory practices prevalent in financial institutions in order to maximize profit 

through the aggregation of user data during seemingly innocuous acts of consumption 

and online attentiveness. Additionally, personalization technologies have implicit 

assumptions about how to formulate categories that are not only reflective of 

institutional forms of racism but also show the normative imperatives built into 

certain algorithms:  

In 2009, more than fifty-seven thousand gay—friendly books 
disappeared in an instant from Amazon’s sales lists, because they had 
been accidentally categorized as “adult.” Naturally, complex 
information systems are prone to error. But this particular error also 
revealed that Amazon’s algorithm calculating “sales rank” is instructed 
to ignore books designated as adult. Even when mistakes are not made, 
whatever criteria Amazon uses to determine adult-ness are being 
applied and reified- apparent only in the unexplained absence of some 
books and the presence of others.210 
 

The commercially oriented rationality of algorithms that assists subjects in self-

governance through the construction of market choices is inextricably linked to 

normative assumptions about certain kinds of content: how it should be categorized, 
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organized, censored or displayed. This provides a much more complicated picture 

than Bill Gates’ “frictionless capitalism,” a free market utopia of perfect information:  

If every buyer knew every seller’s price and every seller knew what 
every buyer was willing to pay, then everyone in the ‘market’ would 
be able to make fully informed decisions and society’s resources 
would be distributed evenly. To date we haven’t achieved Smith’s 
ideal because would-be buyers and would-be sellers hardly ever have 
complete information…The Internet will extend the electronic 
marketplace and become the ultimate go-between, the universal 
middleman.211 
 

For Bill Gates, information technology solves the knowledge problem of the market 

that preoccupied economists of the 20th century during economic calculation debates 

concerning socialist economies. The classical liberal theorist Friedrich Hayek argued 

that the reason centrally planned economies could not work is because planners can 

never have enough information to carry out effective resource allocation. In “The Use 

of Knowledge In Society,” Hayek argues: 

The peculiar character of the problem of a rational economic order is 
determined precisely by the fact that the knowledge of the 
circumstances of which we must make use never exists in concentrated 
or integrated form, but solely as the dispersed bits of incomplete and 
frequently contradictory knowledge which all the separate individuals 
possess.212  
 

For Hayek, the price system is the only means of providing information about choices 

and changes in the market in order to adjust economic decision-making. Now that 

prices can be determined and set according to a system of perceived perfect 

information, Gates and Varian have described this as a model for the equal 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
211 Bill Gates, The Road Ahead (London: Penguin, 1996), 180.  
212 Friedrick A. Von Hayek, “The Use of Knowledge in Society,” American Economic 
Review 35 (1945): 519. 



! ! 111 

distribution of goods. While information technologies such as personalization 

algorithms can adequately be described as a form of centralized planning, this 

planning is subject to the imperatives of the market and to the benefit of the 

accumulation of capital rather than the actual equitable distribution of goods, choices, 

and options. Quite to the contrary, information assets are mobilized to further 

entrench inequality, hedge against capitalist risk, and prescribe the choice available to 

subjects. 

 The governing of individuals through their ability to make market choices using the 

aggregation of information is what Oscar Gandy describes as the “panoptic sort,” the “all 

seeing eye of the difference machine that guides the global capitalist system.”213 The 

panoptic sort is what enables individuals to be sorted based on their perceived market value, 

and individuals actively participate in “transforming himself or herself into a disciplinary 

subject” through the identification with the brands, services, and platforms that they are 

subjectivated by.214 Gandy is primarily concerned with the information asymmetries that 

make predatory behavior on behalf of state and corporate bureaucracies possible, while 

individual actors are reduced to uncertainty and unable to control how their personal 

information is used. For Gandy, the problem with the panoptic sort is the perpetual 

surveillance of subjects in order to reduce risk and uncertainty that compromises individual 

rights to privacy. Yet, Gandy’s reference to the panopticon, described by Foucault as a model 

of power that induces “in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures 
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the automatic functioning of power,”215 does not capture the way personalization 

subjectivates users—users are often socialized to voluntarily surrender privacy as opposed to 

modifying their behavior based on the threat of an imperceptible disciplining other. 

Submission to monitoring becomes synonymous with self-expression under conditions of 

personalization. Additionally, profit is produced not simply through the surveillance of 

individual behavior but through the collection of data across the social field that leads to 

predictive and targeted approaches to marketing and services. As Karl Palmas argues, there 

has been a shift from the panoptic mode of surveillance, predicated on visualizing and 

disciplining the subject as an individual within an enclosed institutional space, and what has 

been described as “panspectrocism,” where “It is no longer a human being that ‘watches’ 

your behavior, but a computer that predicts your behavior by searching for patterns across a 

much broader register of information.”216 In panspectrocism, emphasis is placed on the 

ability to find patterns in large data swaths for the purposes of predicting and preempting 

user behavior and thus, securing markets.   

 The concept of individual privacy rights reinforces the idea of the juridical, rights-

bearing subject of liberal democracy rather than the dividuated, disembodied, 

deterritorialized subject of communications networks, a subject “whose electronic footprints 

can be found in a quilt of overlapping ‘data banks.’”217 To frame the digital economy as the 

disappearance of privacy is to potentially mystify how users are subjectivated by the 
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technology. As Andrejevic instructs:  

The increasingly important role of on-line surveillance in the digital 
economy should be constructed not as the disappearance of privacy per 
se, but as a shift in control over personal information from individuals 
to private corporations. The information in question- behavioral habits, 
consumption preferences, and so on- is emphatically not being 
publicized. It is, rather, being aggregated into proprietary 
commodities, whose economic value is dependent, at least in part, 
upon the fact that they are privately owned.218  
 

The question that the concept of governmentality pushes one to consider is not why are 

subjects wrongly deprived of privacy, but in what ways are subjects produced so that the 

submission to forms of surveillance and self-expression/access to choices become 

synonymous?  

 The utility in analyzing personalization through the lens of governmentality is that it 

makes visible the ways the subject of personalization discourse and personalization technics 

are coproduced. What it does not address under personalization is how information becomes 

a vehicle of capital accumulation. Personalization as a subjectivating, administrative and 

disciplinary phenomenon must also be met with an account for how it produces value for the 

capitalist system. This can be done by locating the various subject-positions within 

personalization discourse and personalization technologies, the points in which subjects are 

individuated and dividuated for the purposes of making personalization useful for the 

capitalist administration of life, and by showing how data aggregation becomes a source of 

market knowledge. Under personalization, data is the means of regulating social relations 

pertaining to production and consumption. This shaping of preferences, behaviors, and 
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actions fundamentally undermines the ideological justification for personalization and free 

market capitalism.  

 Underpinning the high degree of individuation within personalization discourse is the 

actual productive and technological apparatuses of personalization that fragment subjects 

according to the informational details of their online behaviors. With personalization 

technologies, there is no longer a need to rely upon ineffective and expensive means of 

gathering demographic information and preferences in order to segment the market because 

consumers now produce this data directly when they consume. What differentiates 

personalization technologies from mass production is that they allow for an incredible degree 

of fragmentation of consumer identities into different characteristics and behavioral patterns. 

The aggregation of information culminates in powerful vehicles of accumulation for capital 

in societies of control. What constitutes value in this administration of consumption and 

attention is the accumulation of information. Patricia Clough argues,  

The target of control is not subjects whose behavior expresses internalized 
social norms. Rather, control aims at a never-ending modulation of moods, 
capacities, affects, potentialities, assembled in genetic codes, identification 
numbers, ratings profiles and preference listings: that is to say, bodies of data 
and information.219  
 

Personalization can thus be considered an apparatus of control in that it facilitates the 

processes by which we are dividuated for the purposes of commodification and 

administration. Once dividuated, there is no claim to be made for a right to privacy because 

the data is separated from the subject who produces it. The question then becomes at which 
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points are subjects individuated or dividuated and what are the functions of each, as opposed 

to arguing for a return to an authentic individuality. If personalization as a subjectivating 

practice is about the construction individuals as interactive consumers, personalization as a 

productive apparatus is about infinitely dividing subjects into their informational byproduct. 

Data aggregation is both a means of reproducing unequal exchange and a source of 

information that is used to subjectivate. 

Conclusion 

 While the processes of dividuation reduce subjects to data that technologies of 

control use to reproduce unequal exchange, dividuation also reveals that advanced 

capitalism is predicated on the dialectic of individuality and dividuality. In other 

words, capitalism relies not only upon the subjectivation of individuals as sovereign 

selves with the freedom to choose and the freedom to sell labor-power, conditioned 

through containment, confinement, and discipline, but also through the accumulation 

of value and information from disembodied and decentered subjects in 

deterritorialized space and time. Rather than arguing, as Deleuze does, that societies 

of control have come to supplant disciplinary societies, I argue that power is 

exercised through both individuation and dividuation, and that these are mutually 

reinforcing modes of domination. For Foucault, “Discipline is a mode of 

individualization of multiplicities rather than something that constructs an edifice of 

multiple elements on the basis of individuals who are worked on as, first of all, 

individuals.”220 There is no apriori individual, but a process of individuation that 
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takes multiplicities, and through social subjection and stratification, produces 

individuals. The production of wealth and its classed distribution relies equally upon 

social subjection through the assigning of individual subjectivity as workers, users, 

men and women, etc., and the disciplining of these embodied subjectivities to the 

demands of capital, as it does on the ability to control and regulate deterritorialized 

flows of information and capital accumulated through the aggregate of human and 

machine interaction.  

For the Frankfurt School, mass culture binds consumers to the capitalist 

system of standardized production through prescribed attitudes, habits, and behaviors 

and through the promotion of a false consciousness of inauthentic individuality. With 

personalization, the emphasis on consumer optionality and interactivity is what 

allows for personalization discourse to purport to having overcome the critique of 

mass culture. Data-driven practices allow for the management of subjects through the 

surveillance and exploitation of their consumption and attentiveness. These practices 

are all ways that capital mediates and administers the social organization of desire 

and consumption. But such administration is only possible through the recognition 

that it is networks of individuals that create value. What personalization prevents 

from being perceptible is the degree to which the production of data and the processes 

of dividuation are socially produced. This is in part because the technological 

apparatuses that enable information aggregation and user surveillance, such as 

personalization algorithms, are protected as trade secrets of the capitalist class. What 

makes information valuable is its aggregation, meaning its collection from an entire 
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user base, not merely the collection of information from one particular user. 

Personalization is able to make recommendations, refine consumer profiles, and 

generate predictions by comparing data from a wide variety of users. This 

demonstrates the increasing proletarianization of those who purportedly enjoy leisure 

time outside of work, subject to an absence of control over the information they 

produce about themselves when being attentive online or consuming. Ordinary life is 

increasingly subjected to the same technologies of surveillance and discipline found 

in the workplace. How to characterize leisure time that, through commercial 

surveillance, produces exploitable information without flattening distinctions between 

leisure and the workplace is the subject of the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

On The Question of Labor 

  
 Media studies and Marxist scholarship that consider the consequences of 

emerging information technologies on divisions between labor and leisure often argue 

that information technologies have collapsed these divisions. One can no longer 

easily distinguish leisure, meaning non-work time, from labor, meaning the actual 

activity of producing goods and services, given that data about the subject is 

expropriated at all times. Trebor Scholz argues the following in the introduction to 

Digital Labor: The Internet as Playground and Factory:  

The social web appears to be free for us to use, but there are hefty 
social costs; oligarchs capture and financialize our productive 
expression and take flight with our data. We, the ‘users,’ are sold as 
the product. The loss of our privacy, with all its psychological and 
political consequences, buys as the convenience of “free,” innovative 
services. All of life is put to work, unfairly harnessing implicit 
participation for wild profits… it is impossible to differentiate cleanly 
between nonproductive leisure activity existing within the sphere of 
play and productive activity existing within the field of the 
workplace.221 
 

For Sholz, all life is now in the service of capital given that value can be expropriated 

out of the data produced during both online leisure and work. For many of the 

contributors to Sholz’ text, online activity is “free labor,” where online participation 

produces unremunerated value for platform owners. For instance, Andrew Ross 

describes how platforms exploit the labor of free web content producers, as evidenced 
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by the unsuccessful 2011 case against the Huffington Post when AOL acquired it for 

$315 million; no effort was made to distribute that wealth to the bloggers who had 

volunteered their writing for the site, and bloggers were unsuccessful in their class 

action lawsuit demanding compensation.222 Tiziana Terranova has stressed the role of 

free labor on the web in the form of “building Web sites, modifying software 

packages, reading and participating in mailing lists, and building virtual spaces...The 

Internet is animated by cultural and technical labor through and through, a continuous 

production of value that is completely immanent to the network society at large.”223 

Abigail De Kosnik contends that “we are at a ripe moment for establishing the fact 

that fandom is a form of free labor and for calling upon fans, scholars, and the 

corporations that benefit from fan activity to seriously consider the question of 

whether fans should be compensated for their work.”224 Consumers who participate 

by liking, commenting, and reviewing goods and services not only adds value to the 

product, but according to Mark Andrejevic, “doubles as audience research.”225 Users 

produce information about themselves when they consume and pay attention online 

that allows for greater online personalization to occur. 

 With personalization, user attentiveness and online consumption produce 

economic value in that the capitalist surveillance of user preferences, desires, and 
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choices is used to segment the market through target advertising and the 

manufacturing of consumer choice. Personalization also allows for the management 

of capitalist risk and opportunity. In the context of personalization, then, can online 

user attentiveness and consumption be conceptualized as a form of labor?  

The concept of labor for describing the unremunerated value produced by 

subjects online during leisure time, upon first consideration, is quite persuasive. After 

all, if workplace-monitoring technologies are migrating towards leisure time online, 

consumption and attentiveness online can be conceptualized as a form of work or 

production. The mining of user attention frequently gets grouped in with forms of free 

labor online. For example, Ross explains that  

Free, or token-wage, labor in increasingly available through a variety 
of channels: crowdsourcing; data mining or other sophisticated digital 
techniques for extracting rents from users/participants; expanded 
prison labor programs; the explosion of unpaid, near-obligatory 
internships in every white-collar sector.226  
 

However, I argue that the concept of labor to describe the unremunerated value 

produced by subjects during their leisure activity online could be limiting in its ability 

to foster a transformative politics concerning the information economy. The concept 

of labor can problematically lead to the argument that if users were remunerated or 

waged, then what makes the digital economy exploitative would be overcome. This is 

precisely Kathi Weeks’ critique of the Wages for Housework movement: the effort to 

get unwaged labor perceived as socially necessary labor oftentimes ends up justifying 
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the work ethic ideology.227 Weeks argues that feminist, Marxist, and anti-work 

movements have inadvertently valorized and/or naturalized the concept of waged-

work in their efforts to overcome what is exploitative about the wage relation. While 

it is possible to extrapolate that if workplace-monitoring technologies are migrating 

towards leisure time online, then consumption could be conceptualized as a form of 

work or production, this conceptual framework leads to the framing of the problem as 

one of remuneration rather than one of administrative control over subjects. Like 

Weeks, I am searching for a concept “that can pose the full measure of its antagonism 

with the exigencies of capital accumulation, a biopolitical model of social 

reproduction less readily transformed into new forms of work and thus less easily 

recuperated within the present terms of the work society,”228 and I would add, a 

concept that can attend to the different applications of surveillance in the context of 

work and leisure, and speak to the transformations made possible by the use of 

information under post-Fordism.  

Rather than conceptualizing the production of user data as a form of labor in 

the context of target marketing, then, I argue that the labor theory of value is being 

misapplied to the conditions of leisure-time surveillance and data aggregation 

essential to target marketing. The explanation of user attentiveness as a site of labor 

not only disregards the relationship between value and time, but also tends to collapse 

distinctions between the workday and leisure-time surveillance in ways that mystify 

the differences in how capitalism exercises control over subjects. In this chapter, I 
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provide a close reading of a fulfillment center exposé in order to examine precisely 

how the information produced during leisure-time surveillance can impact the 

conditions of fulfillment center labor. Target marketing, then, is part of a larger 

logistical apparatus that aggregates data for the purposes of assigning risk, 

differentiating prices, and managing supply chains and labor costs. By situating target 

marketing as a technology of logistical management, I emphasize the importance of 

information in not only intensifying and maximizing the productivity of supply chains 

and reducing labor costs, but also increasing the likelihood of a return on capitalist 

investment through the management of market choices. 

Amazon is one example of a company that relies upon target marketing in 

order to accumulate profit. Amazon uses the data that users produce about 

themselves, particularly which goods are most frequently bought together and how 

user purchasing habits compare, in order to distribute recommendations and to 

minimize the inefficiencies of their warehouses. Amazon’s ability to offer lower 

prices and to increase capital gains is contingent upon the maximum productivity of 

their warehouses, made possible through the constant aggregation of data. The 

production of surplus value within the factory is accompanied by the production of 

information assets during both waged time and non-waged leisure time. But, as I will 

argue below, user data is better understood through the framework of logistical 

management rather than as a form of unremunerated user labor in the digital 

economy. 

Attention Theories of Labor 
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One of the first scholars to address the idea that audiences produce value for 

capitalism is Dallas Smythe. Smythe identified what he called a blindspot in Marxist 

theory given that mass media communications were being analyzed as merely 

ideological or superstructural rather than through an historical materialist lens.229 

Smythe argues that 

The material reality under monopoly capitalism is that all non-sleeping 
time of most of the population is work time. This work time is devoted 
to the production of commodities-in-general (both where people get 
paid for their work and as members of audiences) and in the production 
and reproduction of labour power (the pay for which is subsumed in 
their income).230 
 

For Smythe, the audience was a commodity that could be delivered and sold to 

advertisers, and thus he conceptualized watching time as a form of work under 

capitalism. Smythe’s analysis helped to incite a debate regarding the applicability of 

the Marxist labor theory of value for explaining the value produced out of audience 

attentiveness, and this debate has been revitalized in response to the rise of online 

advertising.  

Christian Fuchs conceptualizes looking as a form of labor in the context of 

leisure time online, arguing that, “if the commodity of the mentioned Internet 

platforms is user data, then the process of creating these data must be considered to be 

value-generating labour.”231 In Fuchs’ conceptualization of consumer attention as 

labor, the measurement of looking is a form of labor on behalf of the subjects paying 
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attention. When Fuchs considers the relationship between what he describes as digital 

labor and time, he argues that all time is both the reproduction of labor-power and 

labor time, given that data commodities are produced by social media at all times:  

On Facebook and Twitter, the consumption process of the service 
entails all online communication and usage time. All of this time is not 
only reproduction time (i.e. time for the reproduction of labour-
power), but at the same time labour time that produces data 
commodities that are offered by Facebook and Twitter for sale to 
advertising clients. In the consumption process, the users do not just 
reproduce their labour-power but produce commodities. So on 
Facebook, Youtube, and Twitter, all consumption time is commodity-
production time.232  
 

Fuchs goes on to say that all time on social media therefore constitutes work time, 

given that all time is put in the service of profit realization and the production of data 

commodities, and that this necessarily entails constant surveillance.233 

 When Fuchs considers the relationship between what he describes as digital 

labor and time, he argues that all time is both the reproduction of labour-power and 

labour time, given that data commodities are produced by social media at all times:  

On Facebook and Twitter, the consumption process of the service 
entails all online communication and usage time. All of this time is not 
only reproduction time (i.e. time for the reproduction of labour-
power), but at the same time labour time that produces data 
commodities that are offered by Facebook and Twitter for sale to 
advertising clients. In the consumption process, the users do not just 
reproduce their labour-power but produce commodities. So on 
Facebook, Youtube, and Twitter, all consumption time is commodity-
production time.234  
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
232 Ibid., 90. 
233 Ibid., 101.!
234 Ibid., 90.  



! ! 125 

He continues that all time on social media therefore constitutes work time, given that 

all time is put in the service of profit realization and the production of data 

commodities, and that this necessarily entails constant surveillance.235   

Jonathan Beller also posits that labor can be used to describe the work of 

attention that produces value for capital: 

The attention theory of value finds in the notion of “labor,” elaborated 
in Marx’s labor theory of value, the prototype of the newest source of 
value production under capitalism today: value-producing human 
attention. The cinematic organization of attention yields a situation in 
which attention, in all forms imaginable and yet to be imagined, is that 
necessary cybernetic relation to the socius- the totality of the social- 
for the production of value for late capital. At once the means and 
archetype for the transfer of attentional biopower (its conversion into 
value and surplus value) to capital, what is meant today by “the 
image” is a cryptic synonym for these relations of production.236  
 

For Beller, the new frontier of capital is the commodification of the human body’s 

capacity for attentiveness. In order to explain this, Beller expands Marx’s notion of 

the labor theory of value to include the commodification of attention. Beller’s 

argument concerns the technologies not only of cinema but also television, radio, 

computers, and the Internet, which are for him the “deterritorialized factories in 

which spectators work, that is, in which we perform value-productive labor.”237 

Personalization commodifies attention in that the informational byproduct from one’s 

online attentiveness is a source of data that can then be packaged, sorted, sold, and 

used to help allocate goods, services, and commodities. What a user pays attention to, 
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be it content, advertisements, or goods, helps to increase the efficiency of target 

markets and helps to logistically manage supply chains and production. However, in 

contrast to Beller’s understanding of attention as value-productive labor, where 

looking is a form of labor because it is productive of capital,238 I argue that in the case 

of personalization, capital’s ability to expropriate value from time outside the wage 

relation through the use of data is itself a historical transformation made possible in 

part by information technologies that cannot be understood as labor in a Marxist 

sense. While under industrial capitalism, capital’s fundamental characteristic is the 

mediation of subjects through the concept of labor in order to produce surplus value, 

under post-Fordism, capital accumulates additional value through the production of 

information assets that are not subject to the same time constraints as labor. 

According to Goran Bolin, user data is best conceptualized as raw material 

that is turned into a commodity once packaged, sorted, and sold, where “it is not the 

viewers who work, but rather the statisticians.”239 However, Lisa Gitelman and 

Virginia Jackson advise that  

Data too need to be understood as framed and framing, understood, 
that is, according to the uses to which they are and can be put. Indeed, 
the seemingly indispensable misperception that data are ever raw 
seems to be one way in which data are forever contextualized- that is, 
framed—according to a mythology of their own supposed 
decontextualization.240  
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In other words, there is no such thing as raw data because data is always-already 

produced under conditions of observation that are structurally and systemically 

integrated into the functioning of software platforms. These platforms then use 

technologies to turn that data into ways of guiding choices and logistically managing 

advertisements or the underlying production of commodities, goods, and services and 

the modulation of prices in real time.  

As an alternative to audience labor theories of value popularized by Smythe, 

Beller, and Fuchs, where attention is conceptualized as a form of labor, Jakob Rigi 

and Robert Prey propose that:  

The money paid by advertisers to media is perhaps best understood as 
an exchange of rent for hope: the potential of generating greater future 
sales. Instead of the audience being the commodity, we argue that 
advertising space (in the case of press media) or advertising time (in 
the case of television) is the commodity. The price of such advertising 
space or time is dependent on the projected profile of the 
readers/viewers attracted to this space/time. Class, gender, generation, 
race, national differences, and corresponding cultural habituses, among 
other factors, are all major aspects of audiences’ profiles.241 
 

Given that there is a lack of any correspondence between the price of ads and the time 

spent online, Rigi and Prey argue that the labor theory of value is inapplicable for 

describing the unremunerated activity of users online. In order for the labor theory of 

value to apply, the activity of the audience has to produce value, and thus there must 

be a quantifiable measurement of time that corresponds to the time spent viewing. As 

Marx writes, “How, then, is the magnitude of this value to be measured? By means of 

the quantity of the value-forming substance, the labour, which it contains. This 
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quantity is measured by its duration, and the labour-time is itself measured on the 

particular scale of hours, days, etc.”242 Labor and time are therefore inextricably 

linked, for Marx. But in the context of target marketing, the time spent viewing does 

not impact the value of user data; there is no relation between the value of advertising 

space/time as a commodity and the time spent online.  The price of an ad is thus “a 

rent paid for advertising space/time, the magnitude of which primarily depends on the 

sociocultural profile of the audience… such data is best understood as a rent extracted 

through various mechanisms of monopoly.”243 Given that there is no temporal 

measurement used to assess attentiveness online, profit from audience data is not 

produced out of watching but out of the ability to gain rents in exchange for access to 

the data itself.  

Thus, in contrast to Beller’s understanding of attention as value-productive 

labor, where looking is a form of labor because it is productive of capital, I argue that 

in the case of target marketing, capital’s ability to put leisure time outside the wage 

relation to use through data collection is best understood as part of an expansion of 

rentier capitalism, where data is under the monopoly control of a given platform or 

retailer and leased out.  As David Harvey explains, “Monopoly rent arises because 

social actors can realize an enhanced income stream over an extended time by virtue 

of their exclusive control over some directly or indirectly tradable item which is in 
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some crucial aspects unique and non-replicable.”244 Platforms have proprietary 

ownership over the data they collect on their users that they can then use to leverage 

over advertisers and suppliers alike.  

Brett Caraway, who explains in detail the economic transaction underpinning 

audience attentiveness, shares this position: 

The media owner rents the use of the medium to the industrial 
capitalist who is interested in gaining access to an audience. The rental 
may be either for time (broadcasting) or space (print). It is the job of 
the media owner to create an environment which is conductive to the 
formation of a particular audience. Speculation on the size and quality 
of the audience determines the rent charged to the advertiser. The 
media owner eats into the surplus value generated by the future sales 
of the industrial capitalist’s commodities.245 
 

With personalization, companies can raise advertising rates, i.e. extract more rent, if 

companies believe their ads are targeted to consumers most likely to provide a return 

on capitalist investment. As Chih-hsien Chen explains, “the main purpose of 

advertising expenditure is to prevent a realization crisis…Like speculative businesses, 

commercial media systems provide outlets for uncommitted capital – not as the 

passive absorption of surplus, but as the active speculation for future exploitation.”246 

The surplus value is generated not by the audience’s attentiveness, given that from a 

Marxist perspective, surplus value is the value produced above and beyond what must 

be returned to the worker in the form of the wage, and there is no wage-relation 
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structuring user engagement with advertisements, but by the labor of marketers, 

advertisers, and manufacturers who are provided a wage that is only a fraction of the 

value realized when the advertisement, or its corresponding commodity, is 

consumed.247 Platforms thus exercise monopoly ownership over the data that they 

aggregate from their user bases and accumulate rent from advertisers and financiers in 

exchange for access. Additionally, target marketing allows for capitalists to save on 

the unproductive labor costs of advertisers, meaning labor that 

in the process of pure circulation does not produce use-values, [and] 
therefore cannot add value or surplus value. It does not add to the 
production of use-values because it arises specifically with commodity 
production out of the problems of realizing the value of 
commodities.248  
 

Given that target advertising automates much of the data collection, capitalists no 

longer need to invest in consumer polling and survey research and thus reduces 

overhead. Additionally, successful advertising helps to speed up the circulation of 

commodities by successfully pairing consumers with goods and services they are 

more likely to purchase. Rendering subjective behavior more predictable increases 

the possibility for economic returns.  

For Andrejevic, this aggregation of data can be described as a process of 

digital enclosure, “whereby activities formerly carried out beyond the monitoring 
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capacity of the Internet are enfolded into its virtual space.”249 It is the creation of “an 

interactive realm wherein every action and transaction generates information about 

itself.”250 This digital enclosure was made possible, in part, by the privatization of the 

information communication technology (ICT) infrastructure in the 1990s:  

Capital became authorized to encroach upon nonproprietary or 
common practices of provision, built and operated using public funds, 
while the state validated these incursions by strengthening capital’s 
private property rights in information and culture…Network 
infrastructures were overhauled to enable a great widening and 
deepening of connectivity, not only as a reflex of technological 
breakthroughs but, again, through policy changes that chewed through 
this infrastructure’s institutional foundations.”251 
 

This shift to privatization precipitated the transnational expansion of ICTs that 

became “a battering ram against nationally structured controls.”252 The capitalist push 

to further globalize ICT markets, propped up by the state, used the rhetoric of 

democracy, particularly the idea of freedom of expression and association, to argue 

for the necessity of uninhibited data flows across borders.253 And yet, to access the 

digital enclosure as a user is to be willingly or unknowingly subject to conditions of 

surveillance.  

The digital enclosure is meant to gesture to the land enclosure movement that 

marks the transition from feudalism to capitalism: 
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the process whereby over time communal land was subjected to 
private control, allowing private landowners to set the conditions for 
its use. Over time, the enclosure movement leads to the formation of 
distinct classes: those who own the means of production and those 
who must sell their labor for access to these means, whether arable 
lands or factories. A similar division of groups can be discerned in the 
emerging digital enclosure between those who control privatized 
interactive spaces (virtual or otherwise), and those who submit to 
particular forms of monitoring in order to gain access to goods, 
services, and conveniences.254  
 

There is a parallel between the ways that land was enclosed so that revenue could be 

extracted through the leasing of this land as rent, and that of digital enclosure, where 

data is treated as the private property of software platforms and corporations, and may 

be leased to advertisers and financial service providers.  But it is not audience activity 

that produces value, but the construction of the “audience image” of an idealized, 

segmented audience providing anticipated returns that advertisers promise and profit 

from.255  

The rent framework for understanding the political economy of social media 

thus prevents the collapse of all value-created activity under capitalism as labor. The 

understanding of user-generated data as labor, I argue, can flatten out distinctions 

between the capitalist structuring of labor and leisure in ways that could prove 

harmful to worker’s struggles, as well as overlook the way capitalism produces value 

in an attempt to overcome dependency on labor:  

Facebook labour creates commodities and profits. It is therefore 
productive work. It is, however, unpaid work and in this respect shares 
characteristics of other irregular workforces, especially house workers 
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and slaves, who are also unpaid. At the same time, Facebook users are 
facing quite different working conditions in respect that house 
workers’ activities are predominantly involving care work, sexual 
work and exhausting physical work and that slaves are the private 
property of slave masters, by whom they can be killed if they refuse 
work. What these work types share is the characteristic that the 
workers are all unpaid and as unpaid workers create more surplus 
value and profit than in a situation in which their labour would be 
conducted by regular labour that is paid. One hundred per cent of their 
labour time is surplus labour time, which allows capitalists to generate 
extra surplus value and extra profits.256 
 

While Fuchs acknowledges that there are some qualitative differences between the 

conditions of work for slaves, Facebook users, and house workers, he emphasizes the 

shared characteristics of unpaid labor and the production of surplus value out of “one 

hundred per cent” of their time. This is echoed in the manifesto of the Wages For 

Facebook movement, which states, “It is important to recognize that when we speak 

of Facebook we are not speaking of a job as other jobs, but we are speaking of the 

most pervasive manipulation, the most subtle and mystified violence that capitalism 

has recently perpetrated against us.”257 While users are exploited online to the extent 

that they produce information that they do not own or control, and the full value of 

this information is not returned to users, users engage with platforms like Facebook 

voluntarily. Fuch’s understanding of exploitation makes it difficult to distinguish the 

different conditions of labor and leisure that structure relations of power in the digital 

economy.  

Labor and Time 
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Beller and Fuchs provide critiques from the standpoint of labor in order to 

articulate a new theory of class composition, whereas viewing labor as the object of 

critique as it is situated in Marx’s mature works leads to different conclusions about 

how to characterize the value produced under leisure time surveillance.258 The 

concept of labor necessarily entails the domination of subjects by the structuring of 

time, or what Postone describes as “impersonal, increasingly rationalized structural 

imperatives and constraints,” a form of social domination that allows for labor-power 

to be quantified, measured, and administrated.259 There is, however, a different 

relation to time under condition of labor versus leisure.  

Hardt and Negri build from Marx’s understanding of labor and time in the 

Grundrisse in order to theorize labor under the conditions of what they describe as a 

transition to “factory-society.”260 Hardt and Negri argue that 

The factory can no longer be conceived as the paradigmatic site or the 
concentration of labor and production; laboring processes have moved 
outside the factory walls to invest the entire society. In other words, 
the apparent decline of the factory as site of production does not mean 
a decline of the regime and discipline of factory production, but means 
rather that it is no longer limited to a particular site in society. It has 
insinuated itself throughout all forms of social production, spreading 
like a virus. All of society is now permeated through and through with 
the regime of the factory, that is, with the rules of the specifically 
capitalist relations of production. In this light, a series of Marxian 
distinctions need to be reviewed and reconsidered. For example, in the 
factory-society the traditional conceptual distinction between 
productive and unproductive labor and between production and 
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reproduction, which even in other periods had dubious validity, should 
today be considered defunct.261 
 

For Hardt and Negri, the factory model of capitalist exploitation has become 

generalizable across social life. The fact that value can no longer be measured by 

socially necessary labor time leads them to conclude that all of life-time is a form of 

labor in that it produces value for capital and is subject to its command. They identify 

this value as part of a generalized social activity that is not regimented by clocks or 

other sources of time-measurement. This results in a paradox for Hardt and Negri:  

In recent years, the concept of labor has fallen into disuse not only in 
philosophical discussions, but also in juridical theory, politics, and 
even economics Labor is too often defined narrowly in the realm of a 
capitalist work ethic that denies pleasures and desires. Our analysis has 
to open up the concept of labor across the spectrum of social 
production to include even the productive sphere that Marx called the 
horizon of nonwork…in the same moment when theory no longer sees 
labor, labor has everywhere become the common substance. The 
theoretical emptying of the problem of labor corresponds to its 
maximum pregnancy as the substance of human action across the 
globe. Although it is obvious that in this totality of reference-given the 
impossibility of considering labor as actually (or even conceptually) 
transcendent- the law of value is blown apart, it is equally obvious that 
this immersion in labor constitutes the fundamental problem not only 
of economics and politics but also of philosophy. The world is 
labor.262 
 

Labor has been subsumed by capital to such a degree that nothing remains external to 

the capitalist mode of valorization and thus it underpins all social activity. The 

category of labor is a key element in how Hardt and Negri formulate the political 

struggle against capital: identifying all of life-time as a form of labor for capital 
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allows for a more expansive conception of the proletariat, which they describe as the 

multitude, a new revolutionary class “embedded in cooperative and communicative 

networks,”263 with the potential for a liberatory politics grounded in the refusal of 

work.264 For Fuchs, the concept of the multitude is useful in that it is “an expanded 

notion of class that goes beyond manual wage labor and takes into account that labor 

has become more common.”265 Negri’s understanding of the real subsumption of 

labor is objectionable for Ben Hill in that it “implies an unimpeded, viral spread of 

the labour-market into every fiber of the tissue of life."266 This understanding of labor 

makes it difficult, I argue, to distinguish the varying degrees and conditions of 

exploitation in its assertion that all life is equally valorized by capital.  

Within post-Fordist conditions of information accumulation outside the wage 

relation, time measurement does not function as a means of labor exploitation, and 

subjects do not experience time spent as not their own. What then, is the form of 

time-discipline in the context of leisure time in the digital economy? How do 

personalization technologies exploit time outside the wage relation put it to use? 

Wage labor is a particular abstraction of time necessary for producing 

commodities under the capitalist organization of life; with information technologies, 

information assets allow for the realization of value through future gains: options and 
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the right to make market choices are tailored to subjects whose behavior is most 

monetizable and most likely to guarantee a return on investment. In the context of 

information technologies, value is not only measured by the expenditure of human 

labor time subject to the wage relation but also by the information accrued from user 

engagement with the interface during so-called leisure time that is not subject to the 

same time-scale of labor. Whereas production standardizes time, personalization 

technologies are designed to modulate the future so that capitalists can manage the 

options/choices that users are presented with, to determine prices, and to maximize 

the efficiencies of supply chains and target marketing. Databases become means of 

hedging against risk in that they provide capitalists the ability to respond to changes 

in the market with increasing flexibility.  

Challenging the conceptual distinctions between labor and leisure as the 

means by which capital structures social reality, rather than arguing that all is labor 

because it produces value for capitalism, allows one to differentiate between 

commercial forms of surveillance over leisure time and workplace surveillance over 

labor structured by the wage relation, thus attending to how these instances of 

surveillance contribute to the circulation of capital in paralleled, but unique, ways. 

For example, through the aggregate of data that Amazon collects about its 

transactions and user and worker behavior, it is able to determine “the exact number 

of humans it should take to fill this week’s orders if we work at top capacity.”267 
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Retailers are thus able to arbitrage the labor market by relying on temp agencies that 

use consumer demand trends to determine the fewest number of employees needed in 

order to maximize profits. As Mac McClelland explains regarding her experience as a 

worker at Amalgamated INC, a third-party warehouse partnered with online retailers: 

maximizing profits means making sure no employee has a slow day, 
means having only as many employees as are necessary to get the job 
done, the number of which can be determined and ordered from a huge 
pool of on-demand labor literally by the day. Often, temp workers 
have to call in before shifts to see if they’ll get work. Sometimes, 
they’re paid piece rate, according to the number of units they fill or 
unload or move. Always, they can be let go in an instance, and 
replaced just as quickly.268 
 

Companies like Amazon are able to offer free shipping, speedy delivery, and low 

prices to consumers precisely because of their ability to cut down on labor costs by 

relying on temporary, precarious, part-time work that responds reflexively to levels of 

consumer demand.  

While both workers and consumers are subject to technologies of surveillance, 

consumers are nudged, meaning guided by structures of incentives, through the 

choice-making architecture of target marketing.269 Workplace surveillance, on the 

other hand, disciplines workers through the relationship between wages and the 

quantification of labor-power through indices of time. The production of surplus 

value within the factory is accompanied by the production of information assets 

during both waged and non-waged time. But the discipline of the clock is what 

differentiates these two sites of information aggregation.  
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With the industrial revolution came the standardization of time necessary for 

regulating and disciplining labor. According to Yvgeny Yavonsky: 

The process of the global unification of time was the outcome of the 
initiatives of several private entrepreneurs. In this context, the work of 
Stanford Fleming, the chief engineer of the Canadian Railway 
Company, is of great importance. In 1876, he promoted the idea of 
calculating time based on the division of the world into twenty-four 
units, each fifteen degrees wide. By his initiative, the 1884 
International Meridian Conference was convened, in Washington, 
D.C.  The new standard for measuring time became based on equal 
intervals of the Greenwich Meridian.270  
 

The standardization of time was necessary in order to regulate railroad transportation 

of goods and laborers. The standardization of time also provided capitalists with the 

ability to use exact indexes of time to observe and examine worker productivity. 

Mature industrial society necessarily entailed, according to E.P. Thompson, “a severe 

restructuring of working habits- new disciplines, new incentives, and a new nature 

upon which these incentives could bite effectively.”271 Once time became segmented 

through the workday in order to coordinate wages with time spent working, a 

distinction was created between the employer’s time and the worker’s “own” time. 

For Debord, “A prerequisite to the enrollment of the workers as “free” producers and 

consumers of time-as-commodity was the violent expropriation of their time. The 

spectacular restoration of time [leisure] was only possible on the basis of this initial 

dispossession of the producers.”272 The employer must “use the time of his labour, 
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and see it not wasted: not the task but the value of time when reduced to money is 

dominant. Time is now currency: it is not passed but spent.”273 Technologies such as 

time sheets, timekeepers, and today, keystroked laptops and employee identification 

cards, help ensure that workers are not wasting the employer’s time. This is especially 

intensified in fulfillment centers, where employees are under constant timed 

surveillance that measures in minutes how long they take lunch, use the restroom, and 

transport particular packages.274  

Perhaps personalization is an attempt to usurp value from what might be 

conceptualized as a form of rebellion against the Puritan time-valuation of E.P. 

Thompson. The proletarian struggle for shorter hours during Marx’s time resulted in 

increased mechanization and the shift from absolute to relative surplus value. While 

Marx imagined this might ultimately result in the reduction of the workday, the 

exploitation of leisure time through personalization is a way of making time outside 

the workday increasingly profitable for capital. Marxist feminists might add that the 

reduction of the workday merely reduced the total working hours for men, but not 

necessarily for women, who today still bear the brunt of domestic labor. We can add 

that under conditions of personalization, where online leisure time is subject to 

conditions of monitoring and monetization, the reduction of “working hours” does not 

remove oneself from the scope of capitalist surveillance.  

However, despite the fact that capitalist surveillance operates over labor and 

leisure time, surveillance is enacted differently. Discipline and control in the factory 
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works by holding work in its view and fixing it in time, while personalization 

operates through the predestination of desire in the future. William Bogard’s The 

Simulation of Surveillance marks a transition from surveillance in the industrial 

period to surveillance under advanced capitalism, where the emphasis is placed on 

modulating the future rather than the present. For Bogard, the simulation of 

surveillance—meaning the transformation of surveillance due to advances in 

informatics—describes how advanced capitalists societies “aim to solve the problem 

of perceptual control at a distance through technologies for cutting the time of 

transmission of information to zero.”275 The simulation of surveillance can be 

understood as a kind of “observation before the fact.”276 For instance, “A profile, as 

the name suggests, is a kind of prior ordering, in this case a model or figure that 

organizes multiple sources of information to scan for matching or exceptional 

cases.”277 Personalization, then, can then be considered as part of the order of the 

simulation of surveillance, in that it is predicated on using information about past user 

choices in order to anticipate future ones. For Bogard, simulation is about “the 

imagination of the ‘future-past,’ about projecting a future as something already over, 

ultimately, about mastery over time (speed and distance).”278 According to this 

framework, personalization can be understood as an attempt to anticipate and pre-

empt future gains. If we consider the rise of simulated surveillance in terms of 
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mutations in how capitalism accumulates profit, the idea of simulation as a fantasy of 

absolute control, where simulation promises “that any image is observable, that any 

event is programmable, and thus, in a sense, foreseeable,” can also be read in relation 

to personalization technologies which seek to bring the future into the present so as to 

manage it. 279  

While Bogard captures how new technologies of surveillance have 

reorganized the conditions of temporality that structure these technologies, Bogard 

seems to maintain a distinction between real time and artificial/hyperreal time, 

meaning actual versus virtual time: 

In the modern period, the technologies of discipline still orient 
themselves to a problematic of the real. Spatial and temporal orderings 
are in the service of revealing, stripping away appearances, penetrating 
surfaces- a political technology of control over real spaces and time. 
As we have seen many times in the course of this book, however, it is 
precisely the order of real space and time that virtual, hypersurveillant 
systems call into question. This is the whole of their imaginary, to 
suspend the “rules” of time, to enable its reversal, the modulation of its 
tempo and rhythm, to repeat it (at will, endlessly). Virtual time is not 
linear, real time.280  
 

However, I argue that the idea of “real” or “actual” time is itself a construction 

predicated on the organization of capital if the standardization of time was necessary 

for rationalizing, mechanizing, and supervising labor and the transportation of goods 

in the 19th century. All time is then constructed and temporally organized by capital, 

and the order of simulation and the attempt to bring the future into the present is a 

technique of post-Fordist societies of control that rely not merely on the expropriation 
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of value out of the work-day but out of all time. This position is supported by Esther 

Weltevrede, Anne Helmond and Carolin Gerlitz, who argue that time online should 

be thought of 

not as events happening in real-time, in the now, but as being 
entangled in the fabrication of specific forms of realtimeness. It is the 
continuous movement of new content, its request and display in 
devices, as well as the engagement by users through web activities and 
the filtering of content based on freshness and relevance that 
constitutes realtimeness. In this sense, realtimeness refers to an 
understanding of time that is embedded in and immanent to platforms, 
engines and their cultures. Following the idea of such immanent and 
device-specific time further, realtimeness brings to attention how the 
specificity of time cannot be accounted for from the outside, applying 
extraneous measures, but only from the inside, tracing the increasing 
or decreasing intensity of pace in each device and its internal 
variation.281 
 

Platforms use technologies of computation to modulate choices in a way that 

necessitates processing speeds, eliminating the subject’s perception of any delay in 

the processing of information or the presentation of options. This imperceptibility 

perpetuates the sense of “realtimeness” that subjects experience online. 

“Realtimeness” is a technological construction that informs “modes of engagement, 

interaction and the speed at which responses to one’s own actions are being 

shown.”282 Not only are these technologies ways of facilitating capital accumulation, 

then, but they are also ways of structuring the subjective experience of time to be 

compatible with capitalist acceleration, amplification and intensification of the 
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circulation of commodities.283  How did it come to be that capitalist modes of 

structuring time have infiltrated time outside the recognized workday? 

The migration of workplace technologies and techniques for time 

management were used to make the home subjectively feel less like labor, even as the 

home was increasingly subject to workplace discipline and time management in the 

20th century. The rational administration of the domestic space went hand in hand 

with the increased taylorisation of the workplace. Mechanization, scientific 

management, and the strategies of industrial production became dominant cultural 

values in the early 20th century. According to Christine Frederick, writing in 1912, it 

was a necessity for women to begin viewing the home as a space for efficiency, 

management, and organization in order to not be subjugated by their work. Frederick 

pathologizes women who do not regard homemaking as a scientific enterprise, noting 

that some women are consumed by “a mania for some one phase of housework-such 

as cleanliness, decoration, cooking, etc., on which all originality and effort is spent, to 

the neglect of general efficiency.”284 So while the rhythms of housework were not 

attuned to clock measurement in the same sense as the workplace, there was still a 

sense of being thrifty with one’s time. Frederick, and more broadly, the home 

economics movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was, for Weeks, 

an importation of the work ethic into domestic work in its insistence that “household 

labor requires a level of discipline, efficiency, and systematic effort comparable to 
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that required of industrial labor.”285 The conceptualization of domesticity as labor 

thus did not emancipate women from the fetters of capitalism through demystification 

but perpetuated women’s subordination and isolation in the domestic sphere.  

This thriftiness with one’s time continues to inform the discourse concerning 

personalization technologies. Personalization is conceptualized by the marketing 

industry as means of overcoming information overload. According to Scott E. Couto, 

the Head of Distribution at Fidelity Institutional Asset Management,  

As an industry, we need to think about creating a personalized 
experience for our customers to help them manage the volume and 
quality of information they receive…Providing a personalized 
experience can translate to business results, with e-commerce 
juggernaut Amazon attributing 30 percent of their sales to their 
recommendation engine.286  
 

In order to provide users with the most “relevant” experiences, platform providers, 

firms, and advertising agencies make use of the information users produce about 

themselves to provide the content and goods that users are most likely to click on or 

purchase. Personalization discourse frames personalization and the metric of 

relevancy as a means of overcoming the ways that the market would otherwise 

saturate users with information and choices that may not be most relevant to them, 

meaning, are least likely to provide a return on capitalist investment. In this sense, we 

can say that information overload and the metric of relevancy are a continuation of 
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the discourse of time thriftiness as a means of rendering leisure time increasingly 

rationalized. I will return to this in Chapter Three.   

 Even though under conditions of personalization, leisure time is not subject to 

the same time-scale as labor, this does not mean there is no time relation under 

personalization. The temporal relation here is structured by Bogard’s fantasy of 

perfect control: if advertisers could only capture the right user’s attention at the right 

time, then they would be able to ensure future gains. This is the underlying 

philosophy of the real-time advertising marketplace, where advertisers can bid on a 

per-impression basis through automated auction systems. The real-time advertisement 

market works as follows: when a user visits a website, a bid request is created that 

provides details concerning the user’s browsing behavior, demographic data, and 

location. Many advertisers use algorithms that determine the probability that a user is 

a worthwhile investment and how much the offer should be, and bids are made within 

milliseconds given the process is all but entirely automated. According to Executive 

Digital, “The major upgrade for advertisers is that it gives them the ability to create 

advertising campaigns on an instantaneous basis. They are also able to allocate a 

much higher percentage of their unsold advertisement inventory.”287 Here, one can 

see that the instantaneity of the process is correlated with the increase in the sales of 

advertisements. One might even call this “just-in-time advertising,” similar to just-in-

time production methods typical of post-Fordist regimes, in which production 
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strategies are used to eliminate waste, reduce cycle times, ensure quality, and produce 

instantaneously in order to meet the demand. This reliance on algorithmic trading is 

symptomatic not of the unremunerated labor of users who produce themselves as 

audiences, but of capital’s drive towards rendering labor redundant to the 

expropriation of value.288  

Wages For Housework   

For Fuchs, the lack of remuneration for the value produced from user data can 

be channeled into political demands, including a demand for wages. However, this 

demand does not question the commodification of labor power itself, nor is it able to 

account for the classed distribution of risks and rewards to users based on the 

likelihood that they will provide a return on capitalist investment.  

  It would be instructive to consider the significance of the claims of the Wages 

for Housework Movement and how these insights might inform an analysis of the 

value of online attentiveness produced outside the wage relation, given that these are 

both sites of value accumulation outside the traditional workday. The Marxist 

feminists of the Wages for Housework Movement pointed to the ways that the 

conceptualization of domestic work as leisure or time outside the wage-relation 

concealed that unwaged reproductive work was essential to the capitalist mode of 

production. Leopoldina Fortunati explains:  

Although reproduction appears as the creation of non-value, it clearly 
contributes to the creation of value as a crucial, integral part of the 
capitalist cycle…Thus the real difference between production and 
reproduction is not that of value/non-value, but that while production 
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both is and appears as the creation of value, reproduction is the 
creation of value but appears otherwise.289 
 

Reproduction is the precondition to production and thus produces value for capital. 

Additionally, the division of labor between waged work and unwaged reproductive 

work proceeds along the lines of gender, constructing domestic labor as implicitly 

feminine and therefore natural. While domestic labor reproduces the working body of 

the laborer, it also functions as a key site of capitalist socialization: the family. As 

Selma James explains: 

The women’s movement has gone into greater detail about the 
capitalist family. After describing how women are conditioned to be 
subordinate to men, it has described the family as that institution 
where the young are repressed from birth to accept the discipline of 
capitalist work. Other women have identified the family as the center 
of consumption, and yet others have shown that housewives make up a 
hidden reserve work force: “unemployed” women work behind closed 
doors at home, to be called out again when capital needs them 
elsewhere. The Dalla Costa article affirms all of the above, but places 
them on another basis: the family under capitalism is a center of 
conditioning, of consumption and of reserve labor, but a center 
essentially of social production. When previously so-called Marxists 
said that the capitalist family did not produce for capitalism, was not 
part of social production, it followed that they repudiated women’s 
potential social power.”290  
 

The refusal to recognize domestic labor as a form of labor kept women auxiliary to 

the general struggle against capitalism and outside the conceptualization of the 

working class, thus perpetuating women’s isolation in the home and, for Dalla Costa, 

depriving them of the experience of collectively organizing and planning mass 
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struggles against capitalism.291 The demand for the recognition of women’s role in 

producing value for capital then allowed women to become protagonists in the 

struggle against it. This conceptualization also provided women with a means of 

overthrowing their spatial isolation in the home, “breaking the tradition of the 

privatized female, with all its rivalry, and reconstructing a real solidarity among 

women.”292 The wage laborer as an exclusively male working-class formulation 

perpetuated the appearance of women’s labor as “a personal service outside of 

capital”293 rather than integral to the capitalist mode of production and an intensified 

space of exploitation. The “shadow of the single wage given to the male worker in 

exchange for his work within the process of production”294 has meant for Fortunati 

that  

a) the left has been able to legitimate its claim that there is only one 
exploitation, that of the male worker within production, and b) that 
capital has been able to use the male wage as a means of controlling 
and disciplining the non-directly waged, the women and 
children….The working class has thus consistently defeated itself by 
not seeing, or rather refusing to see, the full extend of the cycle of 
surplus labor, i.e. of exploitation.295 
 

 The Wages For Housework movement viewed the struggle for wages as a 

means of mapping women’s relation to the totality of capitalist domination. Weeks 

explains that the demand for wages 

was conceived not only as a concrete reform, but as an opportunity to 
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make visible, and encourage critical reflection on, the position of 
women in the work society- both in the waged labor system and in its 
satellite, the family. Towards this end, its promoters suggested that 
wages for housework could function as a force of demystification, an 
instrument of denaturalization, and a tool of cognitive mapping.296  
 

The demand for wages then was a tool in the struggle against capital’s expropriation 

of value out of domestic labor and helped break the association of housework with 

natural feminine responsibility. As Nicole Cox and Silvia Federici explain, “to the 

degree that through struggle we gain the power to break our capitalist identification” 

women can engage in self-determination.297 The wage is a crucial site of struggle 

against capital in that for Weeks,  

it is a mechanism by which workers are integrated into the production 
of surplus value and also a point of leverage and a resource for 
creating a life outside work. The wage is, in other words, one of the 
most direct expressions of the relation of power between capital and 
labor and one of the most tangible objects of struggle over its terms.298  
 

While for Marx, the wage concealed the production of surplus value by creating the 

illusion of a fair exchange (labor for wages), for Marxist feminists, the wage also 

conceals and delegitimizes the value produced outside the wage-labor relation and 

perpetuates women’s subordination to both men and capital.  

 While the demand for wages helps to demystify the wage system as a gendered 

system of domination and a vehicle of capitalist exploitation of time outside the 

traditional boundaries of the workday, for Weeks, it “nonetheless demands an 
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expansion of the wage relation rather than a transformation of its terms.”299 While for 

many Marxist feminists, the demand for wages was not simply a demand for 

remuneration but an attempt to make the capitalist mode of valorization untenable 

given that it would be impossible to accumulate profit if one had to compensate both 

wage labor and unrecognized domestic labor, this demand was nonetheless 

recuperated into the capitalist organization of life. The struggle for wages was 

reduced to a struggle to get capital to recognize domestic labor as such, thus 

maintaining the integrity of the wage system that always already deprives the worker 

the full value of her labor. Weeks argues that the demand for a basic income—

meaning an income unconditionally guaranteed regardless of employment—is a more 

viable alternative in that it would be more resistant to reproducing the gender division 

of labor and would aid in the contestation of the wage system as an adequate means 

of distributing wealth: 

whereas the demand for wages for housework served better as a 
critical perspective on the wage system than as a concrete proposal for 
reform, the demand for basic income offers both a critique and a 
constructive response. As a reform, basic income could help address 
several key problems of the post-Fordist US political economy that 
renders its wage system unable to function adequately as a mechanism 
of social distribution. These include the increasingly inadequate 
quantity and quality of waged labor manifest in high levels of 
unemployment, underemployment, and temporary and contingent 
employment, as well as the problem- noted in chapter 1- of measuring 
individual contributions to increasingly collective and immaterial labor 
processes. The demand for basic income poses a critique but also 
provides a remedy: reducing our dependence on work.300 
 

Perhaps what the Wages For Housework Movement anticipated was the inability of 
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capital to adequately measure productivity, a crisis that has only intensified under 

conditions of post-Fordism and the increasing expropriation of value outside of the 

traditional workplace.  

It was precisely the fact that the domestic space not only felt like labor, but 

implicitly produced value for capital that galvanized the Wages for Housework 

movement. The fact that time outside the wage-relation was increasingly subjected to 

techniques of management and mechanization certainly reinforces the argument that 

domestic work is a form of labor. However, one can also argue that what the 

rationalization of all time reveals is that divisions between labor and leisure have 

always been artificial, and a means by which capitalism structures time and 

legitimates the wage relation. This shifts the terms of the struggle from a claim to 

have value-creation recognized and adequately compensated by capital to a 

problematic of how the rest of life beyond the wage-relation is harnessed by capital to 

its “time, spaces, rhythms, purposes, and values.”301   

The Wages For Housework movement can also be read as an attempt to 

demystify the boundaries between work and family as a construct perpetuated by 

capitalism and in the service of patriarchy: by naming part of what happens in the 

family as work, the demand for wages confounds the division between work as a site 

of coercion and the family as a freely invented site of authentic and purely voluntary 

relations.”302 Additionally, the Wages For Housework Movement demonstrates that 

all time, not simply the time between when the worker punches in and punches out, is 
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put in the service of capital accumulation. For Cox and Federici, this means the real 

workday is twenty-four hours long.303 What this speaks to is not the necessity to 

assign a wage but the arbitrary distinction between waged and unwaged time, labor 

and leisure, to the extent that capital is expropriated at all times and in all spaces. 

However, the fact that value is accumulated at all times does not mean the conditions 

of this accumulation are the same, given that the distinction of whether time is “free” 

or “owned” by the capitalist defines the ways that surveillance is enacted and value is 

expropriated.  The struggle can then be redefined not simply between capital and 

labor but between processes of valorization and the subjects that become vehicles for 

its accumulation under varying degrees and conditions.  

Wages For Facebook 

The demand for wages is precisely the approach of Laurel Ptak in her 

manifesto, “Wages For Facebook,” a provocation initially staged at a 2013 group 

exhibition at UC San Diego’s University Art Gallery prior to circulating on the web. 

Ptak appropriates Silvia Federici’s 1975 manifesto by replacing the word 

“housework” with “Facebook” and by reframing the demands and the critique in 

terms of social networking. Through this appropriation, Ptak conceptualizes the value 

expropriated from online leisure activity as a form of unremunerated labor. Ptak 

states in the opening of her manifesto, “They say it’s friendship. We say it’s unwaged 

work. With every like, chat, tag or poke our subjectivity turns them a profit.”304 

Whereas the Wages for Housework movement extended the Marxist critique of 
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factory labor to the home, Wages for Facebook includes social networking under the 

category of highly exploited and unrecognized work, where user information is the 

commodity users produce about themselves during their time social networking. Like 

Wages For Housework, the demand for wages is seen as a tool for making visible the 

value produced under conditions that are concealed by the designation “leisure time,” 

and like domestic work and its construction as a naturalized condition of femininity, 

capital frames social networking, according to the Wages For Facebook manifesto, as  

a natural, unavoidable and even fulfilling activity to make us accept 
unwaged work. The unwaged condition of Facebook has been a 
powerful weapon in reinforcing the common assumption that 
Facebook is not work, thus preventing us from struggling against it. 
We are seen as users or potential friends, not workers in a struggle. We 
must admit that capital has been very successful in hiding our work.305  
 

Just as Dalla Costa asserted that the unwaged condition of housework prevented 

women from struggling against it, and used the struggle for a wage as a means of 

centering women in the struggle against capital, Wages For Facebook calls for a wage 

to demystify the value produced by online activity and the ways that users have been 

socialized to believe such value-creating activity is an act of friendship rather than 

labor.306  

The “Wages For Facebook” manifesto acknowledges the limitation of the 

wage, but ultimately asserts its usefulness for helping to formulate class 

consciousness: 
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The wage gives the impression of a fair deal: you work and you get 
paid, hence you and your boss are equal: while in reality the wage, 
rather than paying for you work you do, hides all the unpaid work that 
goes into profit. But the wage at least recognizes that you are a worker, 
and you can bargain and struggle around and against the terms and the 
quantity of that wage, the terms and the quantity of that work. To have 
a wage means to be part of a social contract, and there is no doubt 
concerning its meaning: you work, not because you like it, or because 
it comes naturally to you, but because it is the only condition under 
which you are allowed to live.307  
 

While the struggle for wages in the context of social networking certainly has a 

demystifying function in that it calls attention to the ways that capital commodifies 

and exploits user information, preferences, and acts of liking and sharing, the wage is 

what capital uses to individualize work. Labor, and the exchange of labor on the 

market, is a means of individuation, according to Amy E. Wendling:  

Chief among the illusions of bourgeois society is the ‘idealistic 
subject’…and its characteristic idealistic acts of labor and exchange. 
The subject’s properties are then taken as those that naturally and 
ahistorically belong to human beings. They include the property of a 
radical and, from Marx’s perspective, false individuality. This 
individuality founds the subject in the social and political acts of 
laboring and exchanging this labor in the market.308 
 

While the fight for wages certainly helped make the wage a site of social and 

collective struggle, the wage is also a means of individualizing work. As Stuart Ewen 

explains: 

By the mid-nineteenth century, capitalism was a productive system in 
which “wage-slavery” (as the labor movement referred to it) tended to 
individualize and isolate people in their struggle for survival. Where a 
pre-industrial (agricultural and artisan) context had necessitated the 
integral relations of the family and community, the industrial system 
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reified separations. Men, women and children still worked, but here 
the work was not an interconnected labor, but a labor sold individually 
for wages in the market.309 
 

In the context of personalization, given that the actual productive apparatus behind 

commodifying online activity is predicated not on the individual labor of users but on 

the surveillance of leisure time and the mass aggregation of data, this wealth should 

be distributed socially as opposed to individually.  

Jaron Lanier’s Who Owns the Future exemplifies the ways a critique of 

exploitation in the digital economy can be transformed into new forms of work. 

Lanier argues that users should be compensated in the form of micropayments for the 

data that is expropriated from them online. He asserts: 

Pay people for information gleaned from them if that information turns 
out to be valuable. If observation of you yields data that makes it easier 
for a robot to seem like a natural conversationalist, or for a political 
campaign to target voters with its message, then you ought to be owed 
money for the use of that valuable data. It wouldn’t exist without you, 
after all.310 
 

For Lanier, the problem is not necessarily ubiquitous observation/surveillance or 

practices of target advertising that differentially price and skew the distribution of 

market choices, but the lack of compensation. “Free” information allows for wealth to 

be concentrated in the hands of platform providers rather that distributed across 

networks. Therefore, for Lanier, the exchange of user information for nanopayments 

is a more equitable way of distributing wealth. Lanier outlines the parameters of 

nanopayments as follows:  
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It [the nanopayment] should be proportional to both the importance of 
the data that came from your state or behavior and what the seller 
downstream was able to earn and whatever profit you or your decision 
reduction partner tried to extract. So, for instance, if the dating service 
were due an extra fee for brokering a successful marriage, part of that 
fee would go to you.311 
 

As illustrated in Chapter One, subjects that are determined to be valuable are those 

most likely to provide a return on capitalist investment, and this tends to reinforce 

hierarchies of class. And yet, Lanier asserts that a system of nanopayments would 

result in “intrinsic, inalienable commercial rights to data that wouldn’t exist without 

you.”312 Lanier thus extends the capitalist terms of exchange, labor for wages, 

conferring upon the subject the legal right to sell information in the same way that the 

subject can sell her labor-power. While this might empower subjects to the extent that 

they can then exchange their own information on the market and struggle for higher 

pay, this framework does not address the ways that technologies of personalization 

are a means of constructing subjects as productive individuals that are thus 

governable through the presentation of market choices. Additionally, nanopayments 

will hardly return to the worker the full value of her information. It is fair to assume 

that wages for data would necessarily entail:   

a proliferation of intellectual property rights, a greater reliance on 
technologies of authentication and authorization, higher prices for 
consumers, and the displacement of free services by subscription 
serves. These are the inevitable costs of emphasizing commercial 
rights over civil rights. Moreover, it should come as no surprise that 
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there is support for the monetization of personal data within the 
advertising and software industries.313  
 

For Moishe Postone, labor is the object of critique and integral to the capitalist 

mode of production rather than an identity to be affirmed—the laborer with 

inalienable commercial rights in the case of Lanier, or the laborer as Negri and 

Hardt’s multitude, the revolutionary subject of history. Postone finds that the 

Frankfurt School:  

recognized the inadequacy of a traditional Marxist critique that 
grasped capitalism solely in nineteenth-century terms- that is, in terms 
of the market and private ownership of the means of production. 
Within such a traditional framework, the structural contradiction of 
capitalism is between those basic social relations and the sphere of 
labor, transhistorically understood as an activity mediating humans 
and nature that is the principle of social constitution and the source of 
wealth in all societies.314  
 

Postone’s argument is that Marx’s understanding of labor needs to be situated 

historically. It then becomes useful to distinguish personalization in the digital 

economy from labor in the industrial sense. Whereas in the industrial production of 

Marx’s time, labor was used to turn raw materials into commodities, we can say that 

with personalization, the surveillance of choice is used to turn data into information 

assets. With personalization, there is an emphasis on managing options and choices 

rather than strictly the production and distribution of commodities. Capitalism in this 

sense becomes stochastic, deploying the statistical analysis of data in ways to predict 
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and modify the distributions of options and choices, characterized by Patricia Clough 

as a turn to the datalogical: 

A house is no longer a home, but rather a forecast of possible futures, 
understood as risks to be hedged or profited from. Big data follows 
this forecasting logic as it seeks not only to gather infinite data points 
but put these point into motion as datasets aim to generate unique 
patterns. In this way, big data is moving data. It cannot be captured or 
held static or it would lose its very value both socially and monetarily. 
As such, big data serves the derivative logic that is running on 
perpetual debt- or credit-based liquidity.315  
 

Data is a means of producing options/choices that function as assets rather than 

implicit use values. Additionally, the aggregation of subjectivities makes information 

valuable. Value is not produced through any singular individual’s data but through 

data in the aggregate that is then packaged, sorted, sold, and used for the prediction 

and pre-emption of subjects online. Given that the wage individualizes what is 

actually a social process, a reading that frames value produced out of information in 

the digital economy as labor to be waged is a reading that individuates subjects rather 

than understands value as emerging from the social aggregate.  

The transformations of capital accumulation under post-Fordism are perhaps 

foreshadowed in the Grundrisse, where Marx argues:  

The creation of a large quantity of disposable time apart from 
necessary labour time for society generally and each of its members 
(i.e. room for the development of the individuals’ full productive 
forces, hence those of society also), this creation of not-labour time 
appears in the stage of capital, as of all earlier ones, as not-labour time, 
free time, for a few. What capital adds is that it increases the surplus 
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labour time of the mass by all the means of art and science, because its 
wealth consists directly in the appropriation of surplus labour time; 
since value directly [is] its purpose, not use value. It is thus, despite 
itself, instrumental in creating the means of social disposable time, in 
order to reduce labour time for the whole society to a diminishing 
minimum, and thus to free everyone’s time for their own development. 
But its tendency always, on the other side, to create disposable time, 
on the other, to convert it into surplus labour. If it succeeds too well at 
the first, then it suffers from surplus production, and then necessary 
labour is interrupted, because no surplus labour can be realized by 
capital. The more this contradiction develops, the more does it become 
evident that the growth of the forces of production can no longer be 
bound up with the appropriation of alien labour, but that the mass of 
workers must themselves appropriate their own surplus labour. Once 
they have done so- and disposable time thereby ceases to have an 
antithetical existence- then, on one side, necessary labour time will be 
measured by the needs of the social individual, and, on the other, the 
development of the power of social production will grow so rapidly 
that, even though production is now calculated for the wealth of all, 
disposable time will grow for all.”316  
 

Marx explains that capital, despite itself—meaning through its desire to displace labor 

with fixed capital i.e. machinery—creates disposable time, and he believes that this 

might ultimately provide the groundwork for a laborsaving economy. Under 

conditions of personalization, on the other hand, all time outside the labor relation is 

put in the service of capital. We might argue, following Antonio Negri, that this 

phenomenon emerges precisely through the working-class struggle for higher wages, 

which necessitates that capital diminish the amount of living labor incorporated into 

the production process.317 But while Negri and the autonomists are concerned with 

the transformations in class composition from the mass worker (Taylorized, 
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organized around the working day through wages, subject to the Keynesian planner 

state) to the socialized worker (precarious, deterritorialized, decentralized, subject to 

neoliberal governance), we can add that part of the transformation to post-Fordism is 

the extraction of value out of information assets produced during conditions of 

observed leisure time.318 It is perhaps best to understand unremunerated online 

activity as the monitoring of the circulation of capital in the overdeveloped world, or 

in other words, as a technique of logistical management. 

Personalization and Logistical Management 

Critical studies on logistics and supply chain management often focus on the 

transformations in the organization of labor that result from an emphasis on the 

circulation of commodities. Target marketing and practices of leisure-time 

surveillance, however, are not generally framed as part of the shift in capital’s 

emphasis on circulation. Anna Tsing defines supply chain capitalism as 

commodity chains based on subcontracting, outsourcing, and allied 
arrangements in which the autonomy of component enterprises is 
legally established even as the enterprises are disciplined within the 
chain as a whole. Such supply chains link ostensibly independent 
entrepreneurs, making it possible for commodity processes to span the 
globe. Labor, nature, and capital are mobilized in fragmented but 
linked economic niches.319 
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For Tsing, supply chain management through the logistical coordination of labor, 

transport, and consumer demand has allowed capitalism to efficiently exploit the 

“enhanced mobility of labor and the economic and political vulnerabilities created by 

recent forms of imperialism and histories of global war.”320 Similarly, Deborah 

Cowen is concerned with what she describes as the “new framework of security—

supply chain security” that capital’s emphasis on circulation necessitates; a 

framework which “relies on a range of new forms of transnational regulation, border 

management, data collection, surveillance, and labor discipline, as well as naval 

missions and aerial bombing.”321 How might the understanding of supply chain 

capitalism be expanded if target advertising and practices of leisure-time surveillance 

were considered part of the shift in capital’s emphasis on circulation? Situating 

personalization technologies as part of a wider technique of logistical management 

emphasizes the importance of information in not only intensifying and maximizing 

the productivity of supply chains and reducing labor costs, but also increasing the 

likelihood of a return on capitalist investment through the management of market 

choices that reduces the circulation time of capital.  

If part of logistical management is about the displacement of labor to 

underdeveloped world, it is equally about monitoring circulation and demand in the 

overdeveloped. Personalization is a contemporary technique for solving the problem 

of overproduction, or what has been called the “realization problem,” where 
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“commodities are over-produced and the working class’s demand is restricted (to 

preserve profits), leading to under-consumption and difficulty investing in 

manufacturing industries at an acceptable rate of profit.”322 Personalization is one 

technique for financializing user data, where retailers are able to increase the 

likelihood of goods and services being bought and cut down on costs through the 

informatic management of supply chains, and where advertisers can market user data. 

Personalization even assists in the shortening of labor time necessary to deliver 

certain goods, as McClelland’s exposé on an Amazon fulfillment center will 

demonstrate below. The value of personalization is that it can disaggregate demand in 

order to determine the price a consumer is most willing to pay, and thus serves to 

show how value is increasingly disjointed from the actual labor used to produce 

goods and services. This is part of capitalist processes of creating technologies that 

intensify the degree to which leisure time is monetizable in response to labor 

struggles. In the 1960s-70s, Dan Schiller explains,  

From the perspective of corporate executives, workers were becoming 
a wild card, inhibiting and constraining accumulation strategies and 
threatening to burst the institutional framework of ‘business unionism’ 
that set the framework for labor relations for the one-third of U.S. 
workers represented by trade unions.”323  

 
Today, the largest tech companies in the world, grossing over 17 billion dollars in 

revenue, have far fewer workers than their industrial predecessors, in part because of 
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the data users produce about themselves.324 Data is used for the hedging of supply 

chains and the allocation of goods, services, and advertisements that allow for the 

reduction of labor costs. This allows us to think of personalization as a technology of 

logistical management.  

Under conditions of post-Fordism, capitalism shifts its focus in the 

overdeveloped word to circulation, meaning the ability to manage the speed and 

efficiency of the distribution of commodities, and with personalization, we can add 

the allocation of advertisements and market choices. According to Jasper Bernes, the 

circulationist production philosophy is “oriented around a concept of ‘continuous 

flow’ that views everything not in motion as a form of waste (muda), a drag on 

profits. JIT [just-in-time production] aims to submit all production to the condition of 

circulation pushing its velocity as far toward the light-speed of information 

transmission as possible.”325 It becomes capital’s strategy, as Marx foreshadows in 

the Grundrisse, to strive  

simultaneously for a greater extension of the market and for greater 
annihilation of space by time…There appears here the universalizing 
tendency of capital, which distinguishes it from all previous stages of 
production. Although limited by its very nature, it strives towards the 
universal development of the forces of production, and thus becomes 
the presupposition of a new mode of production, which is founded not 
on the development of the forces of production for the purpose of 
reproducing or at most expanding a given condition, but where free, 
unobstructed, progressive and universal development of the forces of 
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production is itself the presupposition of society and hence of its 
reproduction; where advance beyond the point of departure is the only 
presupposition.”326   
 

The emphasis in post-Fordism on circulation then is part of how capital restructures 

its organization of production so as to disempower labor and extract greater profit 

from other points in the circulation of capital. The ability to extract value out of the 

data users produce about themselves online enables capitalists to more effectively 

allocate goods, services, and targeted advertisements and to engineer market choices 

so as to most likely provide a return on capitalist investment.  

Target marketing can be framed as a technology of risk management, where 

risk, as Randy Martin defines it, “can be distinguished from uncertainty as an 

expected outcome whose likelihood or value can be quantified. For risks to be 

reliably calculable, the future must look like the present.”327 Target marketing is a 

technique of turning the uncertainty about whether past consumer behaviors are likely 

to be reproduced in the future into risk that can be quantified, analyzed, and hedged. 

Beller also argues that advertising can be considered an “instrument of risk 

management” given that “risk management techniques account for the vagaries of 

subjective actors and intersubjective social dynamics by creating a spread. They are 

price indexes of volatility, calculi of capture networked via screens.”328 Target 

marketing helps capitalists to predict user behavior and modify the distributions of 
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options and choices through the comparative analysis of user data. Target marketing 

also brings the future into the present so as to manage it by modulating the future 

choices of consumers using predictive analytics of user behavior.  

If logistics can be traced to capitalist desire to expand the market and 

annihilate space through time, this necessitates new means of communication and 

control over the distribution and allocation of goods, services, and advertisements so 

that global markets and sites of production, consumption, and circulation can be 

perpetually linked through information management. Personalization technologies 

provide valuable point-of-sale and point-of-interaction insights, and platform 

providers can wield this information in order to manage not only distribution and 

labor (as the example from an Amazon fulfillment center demonstrates in that user 

information is used to arbitrage the labor market) but to control prices. Logistical 

management is, as Bernes argues, “fundamentally different than other ensembles such 

as the Fordist factory; it saves on labour costs by decreasing the wage, rather than 

increasing the productivity of labour.”329 In the case of user data, particularly when 

data is used for both target marketing and managing supply chains and sites of 

distribution, wages are indeed decreased through logistics in the sense that capitalists 

are better able to forecast the amount of workers necessary to fulfill anticipated 

demand, thus cutting down on labor costs. However, data can also be used to 

intensify productivity expectations on workers.  

Labor and Leisure Time Surveillance 
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Post-Fordist modes of production are concerned with the rapid and flexible 

accumulation of information assets at all times in order to regulate desire rather than 

simply extract a surplus value created by physical labor.330 Additionally, the 

conflation of the production of information assets during leisure with labor obfuscates 

the differences in the way power is exercised over consumers and workers. While 

consumers are managed through their ability to make choices, or to frame it in the 

language of the Frankfurt School, through instrumental decision-making instead of 

free action, workers in the digital economy are often subject to extreme conditions of 

time management, precarity, health risks, and physical labor.  

 The different conditions of exploitation are illustrated by returning to Mac 

McClelland’s account of her time as a fulfillment center worker. Online retailers use 

consumer data to know how to best pre-position goods through user preferences and 

through the monitoring of which items are most frequently bought together, and to 

minimize the inefficiencies of their warehouses. McClelland writes:  

“Lunch is not 30 minutes and 1 second"—that's a penalty-point-
earning offense—and that includes the time to get through the metal 
detectors and use the disgustingly overcrowded bathroom—the 
suggestion board hosts several pleas that someone do something about 
that smell—and time to stand in line to clock out and back in.331 
 

Under the conditions of the warehouse where McClelland worked, workers are 

tracked not only through punch-cards that they must use when they enter and leave 

the workplace and take lunch, but through the scanners they use to determine where 
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the products must be moved to within the warehouse, and how much time such an 

activity should take:  

Dallas sector, section yellow, row H34, bin 22, level D: wearable 
blanket. Battery-operated flour sifter. Twenty seconds. I count how 
many steps it takes me to speed-walk to my destination: 20. At 5-foot-
9, I've got a decently long stride, and I only cover the 20 
steps and locate the exact shelving unit in the allotted time if I don't 
hesitate for one second or get lost or take a drink of water before 
heading in the right direction as fast as I can walk or even occasionally 
jog.332  
 

The data from the scanners is also used to determine productivity goals that seem to 

constantly intensify, and that require the worker to internalize this form of clock 

discipline by moving as fast as possible and maximizing the efficiency of all time 

spent “on” and “off” the clock. As McClelland shows, the only way to meet one’s 

productivity goals are to internalize the discipline of the clock that the scanner 

provides and to walk faster, not take breaks, and maximize the efficiencies of all 

physical movements. Workers must account for the time it takes to stand in line to 

clock back in, to get through the metal detectors, and often have to run to and from 

breaks in order to make it to their spots “on time.” Additionally, as determined by the 

recent and unanimous 2014 Supreme Court decision, businesses like fulfillment 

centers do not have to compensate employees for the time spent waiting in line to 

enter and exit the workplace; the security screenings were deemed not to be “integral 

and indispensible” to the workers’ jobs, despite being a mandatory part of the 
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workday.333 The use of information aggregation both inside and outside the 

workplace demonstrates how societies of control are concerned with the rapid and 

flexible accumulation of information during leisure time in order to manage consumer 

desire as well as extract surplus value created by physical labor.334  

Viewing leisure-time data aggregation as a form of logistical management—

rather than unremunerated labor—clarifies the distinction between the commercial 

surveillance of leisure time and workplace surveillance of labor structured by the 

wage relation.  Both forms of surveillance contribute to the circulation of capital but 

under conditions that are radically different. McClelland clearly conveys the ways 

that workers are subject to conditions of surveillance that correlate to the fact that 

their time is not conceptualized as ‘free’ but owned by capitalists, and therefore 

highly regimented, quantified, and enforced in order to ensure productivity gains and 

“satisfactory” customer experiences.335 Workers are disciplined through a point 

system when they fail to produce a certain number of units per hour (and the expected 

rates are persistently increased over the duration of the worker’s employment), take 

unsanctioned breaks, or do not follow various protocols.336 This form of surveillance 
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greatly contrasts with the surveillance over leisure time not subject to clock 

discipline.  

Online users browsing the web during leisure time are not subject to the same 

time constraints and conditions, given that this time is conceptualized as “free” 

leisure time. Thus, while workers are disciplined through surveillance that enforces 

the equivalence of the wage with time and have little to no control over their working 

environments, consumers are managed through their ability to make choices. The data 

accumulated about consumer demand provides a means of intensifying the work-

place regulation of workers like McClelland through ever-increasing productivity 

goals under conditions of precarious and flexible employment, while simultaneously 

distributing risks and rewards to consumers based on their data profiles.  

 Despite the exploitation and lack of security under temporary employment, 

these positions are often marketed as creating conditions of freedom, flexibility, and 

independence for workers. In the case of Uber, for example, their workforce is 

characterized as a team of independent contractors, called “driver-partners,” who 

have the “freedom to log in or log out of work at will, but once they’re online, their 

activities on the platform are heavily monitored. The platform redistributes 

management functions to semi-automated algorithmic systems, as well as to 
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consumers.”337 Given the fact that consumer data is instrumental to Uber’s ability to 

set rates, performance targets, suggest schedules, and manage fluctuations in demand, 

consumers are best conceptualized as managers. Riders are able to provide feedback 

that directly effects the terms of employment for Uber drivers: “In order to remain 

active on the system, drivers must meet an average rating target that hovers around 

4.6 out of 5 stars.”338 Putting aside the fact that consumer ratings are in no way 

regulated or checked for discriminatory preferences, the ratings system also puts 

pressure on the driver to offer “personalized” experiences. For instance, drivers are 

encouraged to “Ask if the rider has a preferred route,” and to provide phone chargers 

and bottled water at added cost to the driver.339 In the case of Uber, workers are 

disciplined through the equivalent of the wage with the time spent driving, amongst 

the other features Uber uses to determine fairs. Drivers have to pay a booking fee and 

only earn 20% commission on the ride. Additionally, workers are constantly observed 

in terms of their acceptance rate of contracts and cancellations. Workers are also 

incentivized through constant email and messaging from the Uber app to work at 

certain times and locations. As Alex Rosenblat argues, “the result can be tantamount 

to shift work, although drivers are encouraged rather than scheduled to work at those 

times.”340 
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 The conditions of Uber drivers thus present an interesting case. While 

personalization helps manage consumers through the presentation of market choices, 

the idea of “choice” is also used in the context of the workplace to help “nudge” 

workers to make particular decisions. While Cass Sustein conceptualizes nudges as 

mechanisms designed to preserve freedom of choice at little cost to the nudge 

provider, and with the potential to promote prosperity, these incentive structures are 

also techniques of automated workplace management. 341  Despite Uber’s claims to 

being a neutral intermediary between consumers and drivers, it uses constant 

observation and monitoring to regulate drivers. This framing of management 

techniques as “choices” that workers can make conceals the overall structure of 

workplace observation and control. In the case of a class action lawsuit against Apple 

for unpaid time during bag searches, it was determined that since workers have the 

“choice” not to bring a bag to work, Apple is not responsible to pay workers for their 

time being searched. The presiding judge over the lawsuit determined that the 

acceptance of bags into the workplace was a “mild,” and thus acceptable, approach to 

theft prevention, but that workers are responsible because they choose to bring bags 

to work.342 The choice architecture under the regime of personalization thus not only 

manages consumers through their ability to make choices but also manages the 

choices of workers that make the digital economy possible through the use of 

information technologies. 
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Exploitation is only further intensified in places like the “special economic 

zones” of Shenzhen, “plagued by worker suicides, and indexical of the wider health 

issues having to do with aluminum dust that is such a side product of ensuring that 

our iPads are shiny and properly polished”343 or the mineral mines of the Global 

South: 

digital culture needs the underbelly of underpaid workers displaced 
from the center of consumption to the global south (so to speak), 
endangering their health in poor working conditions, removed from 
corporate responsibility by way of subcontractor arrangements. Or we 
could even argue that digital capitalism demands the exploitation of 
nature through its unsustainable exploitation and depletion of 
resources that range from energy (oil) to materials (copper and 
others).344 
 

The mass production of the tangible technologies underpinning digital culture are 

predicated on low wages, hyper-Taylorization, and exceptionally dangerous working 

conditions that produce the technologies and process the resulting e-waste of 

consumers.345 From the perspective of the workers of the Global South, Neferti 

Tadiar pushes back against Antonio Negri’s assertion that all life is subject to 

capitalist valorization.  Negri argues, “When we speak of real subsumption under 

capital (that is to say, how capitalism is actually developing), we mean the 

mercantilization of life, the disappearance of use value and the colonization of forms 
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of life by capital.”346 For Tadiar, Negri’s idea that capital has colonized all life-time 

to such a degree that all life has become labor has resulted in a figure of the 

productive subject—the multitude—whose creative, intellectual, communicative, and 

emotional faculties has supplanted the notion of the proletariat.347 While Negri argues 

that all of life-time is the new terrain of worker struggle, since exploitation has 

become diffuse throughout the entire social life of the worker, and that it is no longer 

possible, he states, “to reduce quantity and quality of exploitation, absolute surplus 

value and relative surplus value, to the time-measure of a ‘normal’ working day,”348 

Tadiar points to the fact that many workers in the Global South are treated as 

disposable, unskilled, and exhaustible, and subject to “racist forms of cultural, 

political, economic, and physical sequestration.” 349  She thus emphasizes the class 

dynamics that demarcate clear differences between Negri’s multitude, whose entire 

existence is valorizable, to those whose value for capital is their disposability. Tadiar 

argues that  

What the other side of the capitalist subsumption of life exemplifies 
and entails is not simply life as an object of consumption (equivalent 
to labor as commodity), in which life is spent and exhausted, but 
indeed life as waste- disposable material whose management has 
become an entire "province of accumulation," spawning proliferating 
industries of militarization, security, policing, and control. Within 
these industries, race, religion, nationality, gender, and sexuality 
operate as social technologies of biopolitical decisions over life worth, 
critical markers for distinctions not only between rates of remunerable 
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life (high value vs. low value, skilled vs. unskilled labor) but also 
between life worth living, that is, life with the capacity to yield value 
as living labor, and life worth expending, that is, life with the capacity 
to yield value as disposable existence. To think about life as ‘living 
labor’ without sustained consideration of this latter aspect of 
mercantilized life or, for that matter, of the distinctions among 
modalities of life exploitation in biocapitalism and the ‘differences’ 
that mark and regulate such distinctions is to privilege the figure of the 
post-Fordist socialized worker directly producing social life for 
capital."350  
 

For Tadiar, there are many subjects who, rather than producing general social wealth, 

are largely excluded from the forms of immaterial labor identified by Negri as 

forming the basis for the figure of the productive subject under Post-fordism. What 

gets potentially collapsed in Negri’s account of the multitude and the idea of the 

dispersal of labor across “factory-society” then are the distinctions between those 

whose relation to capital does not neatly fit into the conception of the multitude 

wherein subjects’ creative, intellectual, and social life-activities are considered value-

productive for capital. For many subject under capitalism, it is precisely their 

perceived lack of value and disposability that gets subsumed and flattened under the 

category of the multitude.  

Following Tadiar’s intervention, I hope that by situating the value extracted 

from user attentiveness and online consumption within the circulation of capital in 

ways that can account for transformations in how capitalism produces value, I can 

avoid flattening the qualitative and quantitative distinctions between online 

attentiveness and consumption with the category of labor. For instance, in Fuch’s 

model, online users are victims of infinite exploitation because they produce 
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unremunerated user generated content and information that is sold as a commodity to 

third-party advertisers:  

While no product is sold to the users, the users themselves are sold as 
a commodity to advertisers. The more users a platform has, the higher 
the advertising rates can be charged. The productive labor time that is 
exploited by capital, on the one hand, involves the labor time of the 
paid employees and, on the other hand, all of the time that is spent 
online by the users.351 
 

This reading seems to contradict the idea that what scientific knowledge and 

technology provide is precisely not the lengthening of the hours of work (and 

therefore absolute surplus value) but rather the ability to raise the productivity of 

already existing labor.352 This model of user labor also results in the understanding 

that users are subject to a rate of exploitation that “converges toward infinity” given 

that users “work completely for free.”353 Fuch’s understanding of exploitation makes 

it difficult to distinguish the different conditions of labor and leisure that structure 

relations of power in the digital economy and suggests that one hundred percent of an 

online user’s time is hyper-exploited surplus labor time. 

While it is useful to express the commonality of value creation and 

surveillance under both conditions, it is equally necessary to consider the spatial and 

temporal aspects of labor, particularly the way that labor-power costs money to the 

capitalist and thus necessitates an intensification of production for as little wages as 

possible through the management of time and the deregulation of the workplace. It is 
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not necessary to fold the data trails, meaning the residues of practices of online 

consumption and attentiveness, into a form of labor under generalized conditions of 

capital accumulation in order to theorize how data produces value for capital.  

Conclusion 

Many arguments have been made for the importance of the recognition of 

labor in contexts in which it is rendered invisible, and that the recognition of labor 

should be the grounds on which a political struggle against capitalism is built. For 

many Marxist feminists, it is the unwillingness of working class struggles against 

capital to recognize reproductive labor as such that has perpetuated the subjugation of 

women. For traditional Marxists, labor is not the object of Marx’s critique but the 

standpoint from which the critique of capitalism should be made. It is the self-

realization of the proletariat through the seizing of the means of production that forms 

the basis of emancipation from capitalism. Postone’s intervention is to read Marx’s 

mature works as an argument for the concept of labor as a means by which capitalism 

structures social reality. There is no transhistorical category of labor that capital then 

appropriates, and the political struggle for Postone is not one of getting capital to 

recognize labor. Workers must sell their capacity for labor in exchange for a wage, 

and it is this structuring of social relationships that is to be critiqued.  

This analysis of target marketing and its dependency on leisure time 

surveillance illustrates the ways social life is increasingly subjected to technologies of 

surveillance. This is a key characteristic of post-Fordist societies of control, societies 

organized according to the flexible accumulation of capital made possible by 
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information technologies like target marketing. Target marketing makes subjective 

behavior classifiable, marketable, traceable, and legible, ultimately containing and 

managing the productive power of subjects while concentrating power over suppliers, 

laborers, and consumers alike through logistical management.  

The new abstraction of time under contemporary conditions of leisure time 

surveillance is not achieved through the segmentation of the workday, but through the 

accumulation of information at all times, resulting in capital’s ability to constantly 

modify not only the pace of productivity, but also the choices and options that 

subjects are presented with. This makes the labor theory of value less useful for 

explaining the value produced out of user information online during leisure, and 

expands on the analysis of Marxist feminists who revealed that wage labor alone does 

not constitute value. If all time can be generative of value, it is not that all time 

becomes labor but that labor and leisure are themselves conceptually predicated on 

the capitalist organization of life. One should then critique the category of labor rather 

than argue for its affirmation in the form of wages.  

In contrast to the argument that labor can be used to describe the value 

produced out of user-data online, the intervention this chapter makes is to consider 

user attention as part of a logistically coordinated digital economy in which the profit 

accumulated through user activity online is better understood as a labor-saving 

technology to the extent that it can be used to regiment the allocation of 

advertisements, goods, and services and allows for the increased rationalization of 

labor within fulfillment centers, supply chains, and advertising. This understanding of 
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the digital economy works to refocus attention on the connections between the 

advertising industry, fulfillment center labor in the U.S., and the extraction of data 

from the entire network of workers and consumers rather than emphasizing a 

generalization of labor, which works to flatten these distinctions. I hope that by 

situating the extraction of profit from user attentiveness and online consumption 

within the circulation of capital, this framework can attend to the qualitative and 

quantitative distinctions between sites of production, distribution, and consumption 

and their mutually reinforcing logics and technologies of surveillance in the 

logistically coordinated world of target markets. The following chapter takes up the 

question of how information technologies structure social life so that users associate 

personalization with empowerment as opposed to surveillance and exploitation.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

Attention and Design 

 
During the Free Speech movement in 1964 at the University of California 

Berkeley, Berkeley protestors, Steven Lubar explains, used punch cards as “a 

metaphor, both as a symbol of the system—first the registration system and then 

bureaucratic systems more generally—and as a symbol of alienation…The punch 

card stood for the university, and, of course, students had begun to fold, spindle, and 

mutilate them.”354 These protestors rejected the increasingly impersonal university 

space, restrictions on campus political activities, and the standardization and 

automation on the university.355 There was a clear link between emerging information 

technologies and their implication in the increasing depersonalization of the education 

system and society more broadly. Contemporary surveillance technologies, including 

personalization, rely upon this ability to fragment individual subjects into data, 

initially made possible by punch card technology, in order to formulate predictive 

analytics.  And yet, today, information technologies are associated with increased 

personalization and the ability to foster meaningful and direct engagement between 

consumers and producers, users and interfaces. There is a re-emergence of 

technological utopianism under what has been described as the Californian ideology: 

the fusion of radical individualism, libertarianism, and neoliberal economics with a 

technologically deterministic vision of a more perfect future: subjects are imagined as 
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Journal of American Culture 15, no. 4 (1992): 46. 
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empowered with increased consumer choice and access to information.356 As argued 

in Chapter One, this vision emerged alongside, and grew out of, the 20th century 

Frankfurt School critique of alienation and hierarchy and a demand for individual 

freedom.  

 Through a concerted effort by designers, computer engineers, and marketers, 

personalization technologies became synonymous with individual self-empowerment 

and were framed as tools for navigating the information flows of advanced 

capitalism. Personalization technologies are subjectivating, meaning subjects come to 

understand themselves as individuals through their relations with technology and 

through technology’s discursive framing. This chapter traces the cultural logic of 

personalization and seeks to create a genealogy of personalization as part of the 

increasing rationalization of leisure time and the rise of the personal computer. By the 

rationalization of leisure time I mean the application of discipline and monitoring to 

time and space outside the wage-relation. This rationalization helped lay the 

groundwork for the shift to post-Fordist societies of control, in which the aggregation 

of information from all points in the circulation of capital, not just production, 

produces profit. The rationalization of leisure also coincides with the intensification 

of information flows that structure contemporary social reality and the discourse that 

associates information management with consumer empowerment.  This chapter will 
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thus analyze the discourse of “information overload,”357 given that personalization 

technologies are marketed as techniques for solving the problem of overproduction, 

or what Alvin Toffler calls, “overchoice.”358 I conclude with a discussion of the film, 

Her, written and produced by Spike Jonze, and the young adult novel, Feed, by M.T. 

Anderson, in order to demonstrate how these mediums imaginatively figure the 

relationship between information technologies and the surveillance of leisure time. I 

argue that these works provide a foundation for a critique of how information 

technologies structure social life and are symptomatic of what Raymond Williams 

might call a structure of feeling,359 where fictions grapple with the shifting social and 

economic relations produced under personalization. Both the film and the text explore 

the ways that technologies reciprocally transform users and are embedded in every 

facet of social life. Her and Feed are in the tradition of the cyberpunk genre to the 

extent that they challenge the dualistic conception of technology and the self.360 

Consumption in these texts is not merely a practice of self-construction—the cultural 

practice the Frankfurt School argued is reduced to inauthenticity under capitalism and 
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that is refigured, under personalization, as a practice of subjectivation—but also a 

response to the way information abundance produces conditions of uncertainty about 

the predictability of the future that capitalism and its subjects manage through 

attention.  

Cultural Logic of Personalization 

 The cultural logic of personalization emerges out of the postmodern moment. 

In Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Fredric Jameson 

describes postmodernism as  

the force field in which very different kinds of cultural impulses—
what Raymond Williams has usefully termed ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’ 
forms of cultural production—must make their way…to project some 
conception of a new systematic cultural norm and its reproduction in 
order to reflect more adequately on the most effective form of any 
radical cultural politics today.361  
 

Jameson was responding, in part, to the new international division of labor, the rise of 

computers and automation, and the increasingly connected global capitalist system. 

For Jameson, part of the cultural logic of postmodernism is the decentering of the 

subject, where the subject loses its capacity to “actively extend its pro-tensions and 

re-tensions across the temporal manifold and to organize its past and future into 

coherent experience.”362 The subject also suffers from an inability to map the “great 

global multinational and decentered communicational network in which we find 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
361 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism Or: The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, 
NC: Duke UP, 1995), 6. There have been many critiques of Jameson’s text as a totalizing 
methodology that cannot account for cultural difference, or as predicated on economic 
determinism. See Mike Featherstone, Undoing Culture: Globalization, Postmodernism and 
Identity (London: Sage Publications, 1995), 79. For my purposes, his text provides a critical 
framework for periodizing the shift from mass culture to personalization and its attending 
cultural logic. 
362 Ibid., 25. 



! ! 184 

ourselves caught as individual subjects.”363 One might argue then that personalization 

emerges as a way to reconstitute and re-center the individual subject, who becomes 

the arbiter of her desires and needs and who maps herself onto the totality of the 

capitalist system by leaving a digital trace.  

Part of personalization, as argued in Chapter One, is the willing submission to 

technologies of surveillance as a form of self-empowerment. In the context of 

personalization, user engagement with self-reflexive interfaces helps to alleviate the 

feeling of disorientation under multinational capitalism. Consumers can map their 

desires onto the entire potential catalogue of a retailer and show their networks 

precisely which goods and services they prefer, provide constant status and location 

updates, and associate their personalities with particular people, places, and 

commodities. Social media apps use GPS location data to invite the subject to tag the 

picture she just took and upload it to the restaurant or venue she is currently visiting. 

It is a perverse form of cognitive mapping364 in that the subject is able to situate 

herself spatially and temporally through the experience of technological 

empowerment in a way that is highly compatible with, rather than oppositional to, the 

capitalist organization of social life. Unlike Jameson’s hope that cognitive mapping 

would provide a way to struggle and act against multinational capitalism,365 in the 

case of personalization, it functions as a way for the subject to use the technologies 
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underpinning the digital economy to navigate and participate in late capitalism.  

Robert Samuels argues that dominant discourse’s celebration of the 

individual’s ability to use automated systems for asserting autonomy is a form of a 

cultural backlash against the problematization of the individual self under 

postmodernism.366 While Katherine Hayles argues that there is a discursive shift from 

humanism to posthumanism, which replaces the discourse of possessive 

individualism with computation so that humans and machines might be seamlessly 

articulated, 367 with personalization, the discourse of humanism is central for 

structuring how users perceive and interact with personalization technologies. Even 

though the productive apparatus underpinning personalization is predicated on the 

ability to constitute subjects as abstract information, and while the pioneers of 

cybernetics certainly challenged the humanist conception of the subject by redefining 

subjects as  “information-processing machines”368 capable of being disembodied, the 

discourse that structures the relationship between subjects and personalization 

technologies figures the subject as the possessive individual of liberal democratic 

discourse. The subject’s individuality is “something that each of us owns in a 

commercial sense…this ownership is what makes us a kind of master of our own 

selves,” and such mastery includes mastery over technology.369 Jean Baudrillard 
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called this phenomenon a form of “private telematics” where “each person sees 

himself at the controls of a hypothetical machine, isolated in a position of perfect and 

remote sovereignty.”370 Jameson described cognitive mapping as a technique for 

critically mapping the subject’s position in an increasingly dispersed and spatially 

disorienting capitalism. However, with personalization, subjects map themselves onto 

the totality of capitalism in an effort to assert their own conscious organization of the 

perceptual world and a sense of self-possession, and perhaps knowingly or 

unknowingly help to characterize themselves as logistical nodes in the network of 

global capital.  

This act of mapping also helps mark a discursive shift from the subject 

presupposed by liberalism—a subject who can never have enough information and 

who must therefore make decisions based on self interest—to a subject who is 

compelled to know themselves and others through their interfacing with technology. 

As Wendy Chun explains,  

Liberalism traditionally challenged sovereign power…Because 
knowledge was impossible, each subject in a market economy was 
supposed to act blindly, and through his or her selfishness benefit 
society. In a current neoliberal state (which itself is a reaction to late 
capitalist chaos), however, each individual must ‘know thyself’ and 
others: he or she is constantly driven to make connections and to relate 
his or her actions to the totality.371 
 

Personalization technologies provide subjects with the ability to make connections 

between themselves and others and to leave digital traces, assisting their technology 
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in properly knowing them in order to make recommendations. Simultaneously, these 

technologies assist in capital’s own project of cognitive mapping, where user data is 

essential to the logistical management of supply chains and circuits of production and 

consumption described in Chapter Two.372   

How is it then that technologies of personalization became associated with 

forms of individual empowerment—as techniques for knowing and mapping oneself 

against postmodern disorientation? The notion that personalization enables a form of 

subject coherency is produced in part through the discourse of information overload, 

where personalization helps the subject to manage and administer intensifying 

mediation and information flows that otherwise produce conditions of disorientation. 

A pivotal moment in the emergence of this discourse was the IBM pavilion at the 

New York World’s fair in 1964, whose theme was “Man’s Achievement on a 

Shrinking Globe in an Expanding Universe” and hosted 51 million visitors. 

According to Orit Halpern, the Eames-designed exhibit helped produce an observer 

“understood as possessing thresholds for information processing that could be 

enhanced or overwhelmed.”373 This articulation of the attentive subject, where 

attention became a normative framework for understanding the subjects’ attentive 

limits and possibilities, coincided with shifting metaphors in the fields of economics 

and cognitive psychology towards the brain as an information-processing device 
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rather than as a stimulus-response machine.374 The IMB pavilion constructed a 

subject whose capacity for attention was limited, and proposed information-driven 

solutions to this crisis of attention. For many visitors, their first interaction with a 

computer occurred at this pavilion, where IBM featured the computer’s ability to 

recognize the handwritten date of a visitor and look up what had historically 

happened on that day.375 This responsiveness of the computer to users coincided with 

the production of individuals as information processing subjects whose capacity for 

attentiveness could be either split or focused.376  

Social anxieties over the subject’s capacity to pay attention are part of a 

discourse that began long before the introduction of computers, according to Jonathan 

Cary. Crary argues that  

it is in the late nineteenth century, within the human sciences and 
particularly the nascent field of scientific psychology, that the problem 
of attention becomes a fundamental issue. It was a problem whose 
centrality was directly related to the emergence of a social, urban, 
psychic, and industrial field increasingly saturated with sensory input. 
Inattention, especially within the context of new forms of large-scale 
industrialized production, began to be treated as a danger and a serious 
problem, even though it was often the very modernized arrangements 
of labor that produced inattention.377 
 

The 19th century discourse concerning the crisis of inattention helped to produce 

normative models of subjectivity, defined in terms of “objective and statistical 
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attentional capacities that facilitate the subject’s functional compatibility within 

institutional and technological arrangements.”378 The IBM pavilion provides a 20th 

century example of the ways that industry and culture assisted with the internalization 

of the attention imperatives of capitalism and sought to account for, and control, the 

increasing saturation of information in modern life.   

A year after the 1964 World’s Fair, Alvin Toffler coined the term “future 

shock” to “describe the shattering stress and disorientation that we induce in 

individuals by subjecting them to too much change in too short a time.”379 For 

Toffler, future shock was a disease of mass disorientation that emerged in response to 

urbanization, super-industrialism, economic growth, and the rise of computer 

technology. The only way to survive future shock would be for individuals to anchor 

themselves by adapting to new demands. Toffler’s pathologizing of the disoriented 

and over-stimulated individual subject of super-industrial society resonates today 

with current literature which argues that computers, video games, and other forms of 

new media increase cases of A.D.D. and rewire subjects’ brains and social lives for 

the worse.380 But these discourses also function to create possibilities for new 

technologies that purportedly provide the solution to these crises of attention and 

sociality. As Tiziana Terranova explains, theories of the attention economy that treat 

attention as a “scarce” resource allow for the Internet to become an economic 

medium through “automated forms of measurement” that “open it up to marketization 
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and financialization.”381 While personalization technologies are precisely a technique 

for taking these measurements and rendering them profitable, marketing discourse 

frames personalization as a means of reducing the subjective perception of 

information overload and enabling subjects to use their time more effectively and 

strategically.382 Even in critical considerations of the attention economy, the idea of 

attention as a scarce resource is rarely challenged. Critical focus is placed on the 

increasing demands that capitalism places on attention, which serves to perpetuate the 

discourse of information overload, and by proxy, personalization technologies for 

“managing” it.  

Toffler’s theory of overchoice—where increased consumer choice creates too 

much complexity in the buyer’s decision-making process383—is the problem that 

personalization purportedly resolves. Toffler even describes proto-personalization 

while celebrating the 1960s proposal of Joseph Naughton, a mathematician and 

computer specialist at the University of Pittsburgh, for machines that would scan 

films, newspapers, and other media according to an individual’s profile and 

preferences in order to “instantaneously notify him when something appears that 

concerns him.”384 For Toffler, under a system such as this, news and consumption is 
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“de-massified,” and the consumer is able to overcome the saturation of the market 

with the assistance of technology tailored specifically to their interests. 385 

Toffler attributed uncertainty to the escalating pace of change, which 

necessitated technologies for modulating and tailoring consumer choices:  

We are in a race between rising levels of uncertainty produced by an 
acceleration of change, and the need for reasonably accurate images of 
what at any instant is the most probably future. The generation of 
reliable images of the most probable future thus becomes a matter of 
the highest national, indeed, international agency.386 
 

Rather than information helping to make subjects more certain, the abundance of 

information produces uncertainty that then must be filtered, channeled, and tailored to 

help predict the future so as to make it more manageable. Through technology, 

Toffler imagined the possibility of measuring individual, group, and community 

responses to change, a “transience index” that could “disclose the rate at which we 

are making and breaking relationships with the things, places, people, organizations, 

and informational structures that compromise our environment.”387 Toffler posits that 

these are essential measures for ensuring the agency of the individual and the state in 

relation to the potential for future shock. Personalization, then, helps subjects to 

overcome uncertainty about the future in that it not only guides the decision-making 

behavior of subjects but also provides a transience index to further help tailor the 

options, services, and goods presented to subjects.  
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The idea of an indexical account of individuals and populations for state 

agency is certainly not a 20th century phenomenon; nevertheless, it mitigates the 

emancipatory framing of personalization, given the role of data as the “objective” 

evidence for measuring normality and deviancy in the history of bureaucratic 

systems, producing a power/knowledge nexus for the control and management of 

populations.388 In the case of personalization, control is enacted through the 

distribution of choices and services to market actors most likely to provide a return on 

capitalist investment, and through the leveraging of consumer data as a means to 

administer supply chains and laborers through ubiquitous surveillance. Subjects are 

incited to interact so that the data about their choices can be used to hedge against 

market uncertainty.   

Historicizing the Rationalization of Leisure Time 

Personalization technology’s association with individual empowerment and 

framing as a means of overcoming the “labor” of decision-making can also be linked 

to the history of presenting domestic technologies as labor-saving, subservient 

objects.  In 1957, O.O. Binder published the article, “You’ll Own ‘Slaves’ By 

1965.”389 He writes the following: 

In 1863, Abe Lincoln freed the slaves. But by 1965, slavery will be 
back! We’ll all have personal slaves again, only this time we won’t 
fight a Civil War over them. Slavery will be here to stay. Don’t be 
alarmed. We mean robot “slaves.” Let’s take a peek into the future to 
see what the Robot Age will bring.390 
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Binder describes a variety of robots ready at the push of a button to serve their 

master. These domestic robots are imagined as capable of cleaning, helping one to 

dress, helping in the workplace as a hyper-efficient secretary and at home as a home 

security device. Robots that help provide security, medical services, and financial 

analyses seamlessly follow these descriptions of domestic robots, and Binder 

concludes that, “the wonders of electronics will dominate every phase of our future 

life to make it more successful and pleasurable for everyone who lives on Earth.”391 

 Binder’s utopian vision of the future is reflected in the 1950s advertisements 

for domestic technologies for “women’s” work. In both Binder’s utopian future and 

the advertisements concerning domestic technologies, the ability to subjugate 

another—in this case, a technological apparatus—was a means of codifying one’s 

own status and reinforced the fantasy of minimizing work. Adrian Forty argues in 

Objects of Desire that the design and advertising of domestic technologies 

perpetuated the idea that these technologies were laborsaving, despite the fact that the 

amount of time spent cleaning actually increased. 

The pretense that housework was not work could seem more 
convincing if there were some alternative to the servant, a substitute 
which could appear to do the laborious and degrading parts of her 
[women’s domestic] work. Thus an additional myth was created about 
housework, the idea that domestic appliances were replacements for 
servants.392 
 

Domestic technologies such as vacuum cleaners received feminized and racialized 

names like “Daisy” and Betty Anne” to underscore both their servant status as human 
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substitutes and the feminized nature of the work.393 The advertisements for domestic 

technologies also sought to distinguish housework from manual labor so women 

would not feel that domestic work devalued and defeminized them. As Adrian Forty 

explains, the illusion that domestic technologies were symbolic and material stand-ins 

for servants was an illusion that “helped quell any uneasiness that people might have 

felt about their status in society.”394 As domestic technologies became increasingly 

popular with middle-class women in the 1950s, the design was modified to look 

increasingly less industrial and machine-like and more elegant and discrete.395 

Advertisements predominantly featured white, well-dressed women in high heels, 

empowered through their ability to express mastery over technologies that were 

marketed as “doing the work” on the woman’s behalf.396 For instance, in a 1945 ad 

for a Kelvinator “Automatic Cook,” an elegantly dressed white woman is able to “set 

it…and forget it!” at the push of a button, allowing the woman to save time and work 

by being able to leave the home while the meal is cooking (Figure 1).  The Kelvinator 

appears to have created a full dinner at the push of the button by one slender, 

manicured finger. The juxtaposition of the woman’s white gloves and purse daintily 

placed on a red and white stool next to the white-framed steel interior of the 

Kelvinator helps to prevent the machine-human interaction from appearing as 

anything but leisurely and feminine.  
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Figure 1: Kelvinator “Automatic Cook” advertisement397 

 Meanwhile, technologies for the home intensified the expectations on domestic 

work, manufactured a need for additional commodities, reproduced the association of 

womanhood with domesticity, and reframed the domestic space as a space in need of 

technological administration.    

 As argued in Chapter Two, mechanization, scientific management, and the 

strategies of industrial production became dominant cultural values in the early 20th 

century in both the workplace and the home. Christine Frederick’s principles of 

scientific management for the home, and more broadly, the home economics 

movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was, according to Kathi 
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Weeks, an importation of the traditional work ethic into the domestic sphere. 398 

Frederick helped pioneer the standardization of the kitchen space and popularized the 

taylorization of the middle class home through her articles in Ladies’ Home Journal 

that later became the foundation for her book, The New Housekeeping: Efficiency 

Studies In Home Management. Whereas for Marxist Feminists in the 1970s, the 

identification of the home as a site of work was a way of challenging the 

subordination of women to men, their exclusion from the working class, and the 

exploitation of reproductive labor,399 Frederick’s identification of the domestic space 

as a site of work was fully compatible with capitalist principles of efficiency, 

productivity, and commodification. This is typified in an advertisement for the 

Hotpoint All-Electric Kitchen, a kitchen that is designed and marketed through the 

discourse of the scientific management of the home (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Hotpoint All-Electric Kitchen advertisement400 
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 The ad celebrates Hotpoint as the “First to Introduce A Complete, Smartly Styled, 

Custom-Matched, All-Electric Kitchen With Scientifically-Planned Work-Saving 

Centers” and, in theory, helps women to save time and work through the carefully 

planned layout of the kitchen featured in the inset image of the advertisement.401  

For Frederick, the problem with domestic work was that women were finding 

themselves “overcome, actually assuming the mental attitude, in regard to their work, 

of slave to master, instead of master to slave…the nutshell of the whole matter is that 

women master their work, instead of letting their work master them.”402 The master-

slave relationship is ever present in the discourse surrounding domestic technologies 

and the rational administration of the home, where mastery over a task or object helps 

perpetuate a sense of individual freedom from the constraints of labor and elevate 

one’s status, even as the domestic space is increasingly subjected to workplace 

discipline. The home economics movement also became a technique of racialized 

Americanization. Americanization proponents hoped that by introducing western 

domestic technologies into the homes of non-white immigrant communities in the 

U.S., these communities would become modernized and assimilated into a monolithic 

understanding of U.S. identity.403 Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, a proponent of the home 

economics movement in both the United States and Mexico in the 20th century, 

helped introduce modern domestic technologies into the homes of rural and 
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indigenous populations. She “assisted their economic development but also facilitated 

the loss of native preserving traditions” as technologies for canning and pressure-

cooking supplanted the technique of drying.404 The home economics movement’s 

understanding of the domestic space was directly tied to a racialized understanding of 

the possibilities of domestic technology as ways of modernizing the home.  

The gendered, racialized discourse around domestic technologies informed the 

design and marketing of the first computational devices for rationalizing the home. 

The Honeywell Kitchen Computer, offered in a 1969 Neiman Marcus Catalog, was a 

low-powered computer designed for storing recipes. Neiman Marcus marketed the 

computer as a device that, for $10,600, could advise recipe selections based on the list 

of ingredients provided to the device. In the advertisement (Figure 3), a smiling white 

woman is leisurely resting her hand on the extremely large device with a streamlined 

design, helping to assimilate the object, which seems strikingly out of place in the 

wood paneled kitchen. The caption reads, “If she can only cook as well as Honeywell 

can compute,” a by-line that seeks to present the computer as rivaling the woman in 

skill and ingenuity. This image captures the ways marketers figured the domestic 

sphere as “a territory ripe for computational colonization.”405 The Kitchen Computer 

helped to conceptualize the domestic sphere as a space in need of technological 

assistance, where technologies can help women overcome their “limitations” as a 

mother and wife. 
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Figure 3: Original advertisement for the Honeywell Kitchen Computer406 

 The rise of personal computers, and particularly software agents—computer 

programs that interact reflexively with the user and are oftentimes 

anthropomorphized407—perpetuate the naturalization and legitimation of a cultural 

ethos of scientific management over time outside the wage relation and the 

association of mastery over technology with individual agency. Both domestic 

technologies and personal computers were feminized through their association with 

providing services. As early as the 19th century, a naked mechanical dancer piqued 

the interest of Charles Babbage, considered by some to be the father of computers. He 

called the object his “Silver Lady” and found that his houseguests were equally 

enticed. This experience, Philip Mirowski notes, convinced Babbage that the “hoi 

polloi would only be impressed with machines if they suitably mimicked some 
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activity that an average human would recognize as resembling their own.”408 It does 

not seem coincidental that machines designed for the home are often gendered as 

female and/or racialized through the motifs of subservience and slavery, in keeping 

with the idea that the home is a feminized, domestic space imbricated in power 

relations of subordination and control.  

While the first PCs were designed for the workplace, the personal computer 

quickly migrated to the home. One of the first models for PCs was Apple Lisa, 

bearing a feminized moniker much like the domestic technologies discussed earlier.  

In the promotional video for Apple Lisa, a well-dressed male executive says to the 

camera, “What’s so special about Lisa? Oh I’ve had other computers. But my Lisa’s 

different,”409 using the clichéd language of romantic entanglements to discuss his 

relationship to his computer. The gendering of the Apple computer, and the idea that 

the user can make the “power of Lisa work for you,”410 helps to prevent the male 

executive from being feminized in performing the otherwise feminized labor of 

clerical work such as typing.411 This feminization of technologies is also evident in 

the design of contemporary personalization technologies like Apple’s Siri, an IPhone 

application that allows one to schedule meetings, browse the Internet, make calls, etc. 

Siri is presented as a feminized personal assistant with a female voice, often referred 

to as a “her” as opposed to an “it” online. The anthropomorphism of Siri has 
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encouraged users to form affective attachments to the apparatus, as well as numerous 

documented instances of the device’s sexualization. As Jenny Davis argues, “the 

personification, feminization and sexualization of Siri becomes especially 

problematic when coupled with the subservient role that Siri plays.”412 Here, we see 

that the technological empowerment afforded by personalization technologies is tied 

to the logic of feminized subservience and the user’s fantasy of subordinating the 

machine-other.413 This user’s fantasy of control over the machine mystifies the ways 

the user is also subordinated to the machine through affective habituation. The 

machine places demands on the user’s attention and renders that attention profitable 

through the expropriation of data, all the while reinforcing the user’s sense of 

technological empowerment.  

Personal computers were marketed from their inception as devices that could 

assure individuality and intellectual freedom, as emblematized by the 1984 Macintosh 

Super Bowl advertisement in which a woman in red jogging shorts is depicted 

throwing a sledge hammer at an Orwellian screen, freeing the on-lookers from their 

passive and docile state of conformist consumption (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Apple’s “1984” advertisement414 

The use of a woman as the empowered hammer-throwing agent might seemingly 

contrast with the marketing of domestic technologies that conservatively figured 

women as belonging within the home, but ultimately, it is the technology that 

supposedly brings about social transformation. The ending caption reads: “On 

January 24th, Apple Computer will introduce Macintosh. And you’ll see why 1984 

won’t be like ‘1984,’”415 identifying the Apple personal computer as the source of 

emancipation and individuality. Fred Turner notes, “computers have seen the 

development of a ‘dynamic of personalization’ since the 1940s, in which both 

computers and computer users have become progressively more individualized.”416 
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Personalization can then be considered an extension of the framing of personal 

computers as individuating. 

 Early visions of computer personalization included highly 

anthropomorphized software agents and digital butlers. The digital butler is thus a 

continuation of the master-servant discourse that constructed domestic technologies 

and the rationalization of leisure as a service provided by a subordinate machine-

other.  Nicholas Negroponte, a pioneer of human-machine interaction design, urged 

the development of agents that would “learn and develop over time, like human 

friends and assistants. It is not only the acquisition of a model of you; it is using it in 

context.”417 Negroponte argued for the necessity of designing interfaces that could 

help sort through information and assist with the administration of the owner’s time: 

The best metaphor I can conceive of for a human-computer interface is 
that of a well-trained English butler. The “agent” answers the phone, 
recognizes the callers, disturbs you when appropriate, and may even 
tell a white lie on your behalf. The same agent is well trained in 
timing, versed in finding the opportune moments, and respectful of 
idiosyncracies. People who know the butler enjoy considerable 
advantage over a total stranger. That is just fine.418 
 

Negroponte envisioned software butlers that knew enough about their owner that they 

could be modeled on their behavior, preferences, tastes, desires, and idiosyncrasies. 

One is reminded of the agents Ask Jeeves, a male-embodied agent that elevates the 

user’s position to that of the employer of Jeeve’s services, Siri, discussed above, 

Amazon’s “Alexa,” a virtual personal assistant that is part of Amazon’s Echo speaker 
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services, Microsoft’s “Cortana,” another version of a virtual personal assistant that 

specializes in web browsing for the user, and the early Windows software agent 

Rover. Rover, a cartoon dog, provided guidance and search assistance for Windows 

users. Rover’s design is informed by what Sianne Ngai might call an aesthetic of 

cuteness; Rover’s exaggerated passivity seems to cater to consumer desires for 

“mastery and control as much as his or her desire to cuddle.”419 Additionally, the 

fantasy of subjugating the machine conceals the subjugation and exploitation of the 

labor underpinning personalization technologies: the precarious code workers, Netflix 

movie taggers,420 and Amazon fulfillment center workers, for instance, who make 

personalization possible. Personalization discourse frames the technology as 

individualized, transparent, and able to meaningfully differentiate among 

commodities and services for each user, thus masking the exploitation, surveillance, 

and data aggregation from users and workers alike inherent to personalization. 

Personalization in Her and Feed 

Both the young adult novel, Feed, by M.T. Anderson and the film, Her, 

written and directed by Spike Jonze, imagine a future in which information 

technologies have come to mediate every facet of existence and where the main 

protagonists understand themselves as the subject techno-utopian ideology 

presupposes: the freely-thinking, desiring subject of liberal-consumer discourse, 
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empowered through the freedom to choose and the ability to exercise control over 

technology. Both Feed and Her provide characterizations that can be useful for 

formulating a critique of personalization technologies as alienating and exploitative. 

Personalization technologies are predicated on the identification of the protagonists 

with the construction of the self as the empowered, choice-making, desiring subject of 

liberal-consumer discourse in order to obfuscate how the personalization technologies 

in these texts are integral to the functioning of societies of control. 

The relationship between personalization and commercial forms of 

surveillance and control is articulated in M.T. Anderson’s Feed. Feed takes place in a 

near-future American society dominated by corporate control and the ethos of 

consumerism. The first-person perspective of Titus, a teenager desperately searching 

for thrills and consumer goods, narrates the text. Like the majority of his friends, 

Titus possesses a feed—a device implanted in the brain at birth—that provides access 

to an endless supply of personalized news, commodities, and services on the Feednet. 

The feed seems to be a highly personalized service, designed to serve the every whim 

and desire of the subject within which it is lodged and to help manage every aspect of 

the characters’ lives. The feed also exists in a world where environmental pollution 

has rendered the earth almost inhabitable. Language and communication have greatly 

degenerated from the characters’ dependence on technology. Given Titus’s affluent 

class position, his parents had him implanted with the most sophisticated feed model 

at birth. Titus experiences the feed as a completely natural part of everyday life: 

“there’s that silence when you’re driving home alone in the upcar and there’s nothing 
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but the feed telling you, This is the music you heard. This is the music you missed. 

This is what is new. Listen. And it would be good to have someone to download 

with.”421 When imagining life before the feed, Titus even compares it to being as 

essential to life as one’s lungs:  

I don’t know when they first had feeds. Like maybe, fifty or a hundred 
years ago. Before that, they had to use their hands and their eyes. 
Computers were all outside the body. They carried them around 
outside of them, in their hands, like if you carried your lungs in a 
briefcase and opened it to breathe.”422 
 

This analogy is particularly fitting given the feed is entirely integrated into the limbic 

system; a fever can even cause a software malfunction. The feed mediates all of 

Titus’s interactions and is constantly presenting him with advertisements, prices, 

government propaganda, and information about the products he comes across. It 

allows for private communications, assists with purchases and information sorting, 

makes suggestions for word choice when the characters struggle to formulate 

sentences, and encourages the characters to keep up with the rhythms of capital: new 

trends, hairstyles, products, and the ever-present flow of information.  

While the actual productive apparatus underpinning the feed is predicated on 

the mass aggregation of data, the feed subjectivates Titus as an individual. It is 

interesting to note here how the teenagers casually refer to one another as “unit,” 

which translates to “a single thing, person, or group that is constituent of a whole” 

and “a determinate quantity (as of length, time, heat, or value) adopted as a standard 
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of measurement.”423 Thus, the characters’ affectionate use of “unit” can perhaps be 

read as Anderson’s reference to the dialectic of individuality and dividuality 

described throughout the dissertation thus far within the regime of personalization—

subjects are constructed as individuals through underlying processes of dividuation 

that rely on forms of massification/standardization and yet cover over dividuation 

through the interpellation of the subject as the sovereign individual-consumer. The 

feed reinforces Titus’s individuality by engaging with Titus by name and helping him 

to overcome indecision, one of the anxieties produced by increased consumer choice 

and seemingly unconstrained access to information. For Titus, the feed is like a friend 

who assists him when he is saturated with consumer choices: 

Our feeds tried to help, and as we were walking around we were 
getting all the prices of things, but really the only thing that I wanted 
to get was a pair of infrared knee bands, and I could get better ones of 
the feed, and have them sent to my house, than in the stupid physical 
moon stores.424 
 

All of Titus’s time and experiences are subject to the feed’s mediation and rationally 

administered for the purposes of maximizing profit and maintaining his compliance 

with his own domination while the world around him crumbles. His every experience 

is commodified and his desire is preempted. For instance, when Titus and his father 

express interest in purchasing a car and are struggling to decide on a model, Titus is 

confronted with the following visual from his feed: 

Dodge was bannering me with me driving, and all of these people in 
bikinis stuffed into the car with me, this big party, and with a beach 
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ball, too, like I could be the scene; and Nongen, who made the Swarp, 
was showing a romantic drive through the mountains with just me and 
Violet, who they got pretty much right, except they made her taller and 
with bigger boobs, and they made her cheeks kind of sparkly in a way 
that, if it were really happening, I would try to wipe off with a 
facecloth.425 
 

Titus ends up choosing the Dodge, perhaps because it offered a more successful 

personalized vision of the future he could have, if only he were to purchase it. 

Nongen’s ad, in its exaggeration of Violet’s bust and cheekbones (Titus’s love 

interest), points to personalization’s inability to function as a perfect tailoring system. 

However, in both cases, Titus’s investment in popularity and desirability are central 

to the ads, and both seek to nudge his buying decisions through the commodification 

of his desires.  

The feed fits perfectly into Negroponte’s vision of a perfect digital butler: 

highly individualized, personalized, reflexive, and ever-learning. Titus muses,  

It knows everything you want and hope for, sometimes before you 
even know what those things are. It can tell you how to get them, and 
help you make buying decisions that are hard. Everything we think and 
feel is taken in by the corporations, mainly data ones like Feedlink and 
OnFeed and American Feedware, and they make a special profile, one 
that’s keyed just to you, and then they give it to their branch 
companies, or other companies buy them, and they can get to know 
what it is we need, so all you have to do is want something and there’s 
a chance it will be yours.426 
 

Personalization technologies intensify the rational administration of leisure time, and 

this is exemplified in the ways the feed makes Titus’s behaviors and desires more 

efficient through constant monitoring. The feeds then aggregate data about the entire 
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feed user base and create sophisticated profiles for target marketing. Despite the 

constant refrain that personalization is highly individualized, in both the novel and 

their actual application today, the technology is equally predicated on ubiquitous 

surveillance and aggregate data in order to offer personalized services. Mark 

Andrejevic argues that surveillance is more readily accepted in the workplace than at 

home because, “surveillance, within this schema, is associated with time that is not 

free, but which is subject to the asymmetrical power relations of the workplace, 

underwritten by the worker’s subordination to those who control the space of 

production.”427 If surveillance occurs at home, it also reveals that leisure time is not 

free, that asymmetrical power relations exist outside the workplace, and that the home 

is also a controlled productive space. Titus, however, perceives the constant 

monitoring of his choices and experiences as a beneficial service that wills his desires 

into being and helps minimize the “labor” of decision-making under conditions of 

information overload, rather than as the encroachment of workplace technologies for 

monitoring, time management, and profit realization.  

For Titus, self-expression and submission to technologies of commercial 

surveillance are synonymous, as he believes he can access goods and services that 

reflect his individualized desires by performing and demarcating his likes and dislikes 

and by engaging with personalization technologies, empowering him through his 

freedom to choose between the presented options. This is precisely why Titus likes 

the feed—it is even able to anticipate his desires before he formulates them. Titus’s 
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understanding of the feed directly echoes contemporary marketing discourse around 

personalization that conceives of personalization as helping to organize the 

relationship between consumers and producers in ways that take into consideration 

individual preferences and desires as opposed to being a form of media that imposes 

uniform desire for standardized products.  

 While an abundance of information produces conditions of uncertainty and 

anxiety that the subjects of Feed then remedy using personalization technology, 

personalization also reflects capitalism’s own anxieties as to whether past consumer 

choices are indicative of future ones. This is evident in the novel when Titus’s now 

girlfriend, Violet, begins subverting the feed. Violet did not have the feed implanted 

until she was eight years old because of the cost of the procedure as well as her 

father’s rejection of feed culture. She is therefore able to imagine a world not 

mediated by the feed. Her father, a professor, also holds an attachment to written 

languages and knowledge that feed culture has long forgotten and devalued. He 

initially resisted implanting a feed in Violet, but when not having one affected his 

employability, he determined it was a necessity for Violet. Violet grows consciously 

aware of how the feed mediates every aspect of existence as she begins to articulate 

her own alienation. She tells Titus,  

Everything we’ve grown up with- the stories on the feed, the games, 
all of that- it’s all streamlining our personalities so we’re easier to sell 
to. I mean, they do these demographic studies that divide everyone up 
into a few personality types, and then you get ads based on what 
you’re supposedly like.428  
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Violet decides she is going to try and subvert the feed by confusing it with desires she 

does not actually possess, seeking information on things she does not have true 

interest in, and asking for prices on goods she has no intention of purchasing. She 

performs of version of desire that the feed cannot accommodate, predict, or profit 

from.  

The consequence of Violet’s subversion is that the Feed Corporation no 

longer perceives Violet as a valuable investment. When she needs an operation to 

modify her feed that will save her life, she receives the following message from the 

feed: “Maybe, Violet, if we check out some of the great bargains available to you 

through the feednet over the next six months, we might be able to create a consumer 

portrait of you that would interest our investment team. How ‘bout it, Violet Durn? 

Just us, you and me-girls together! Shop till you stop and drop!”429 It is the 

technological apparatus that is tasked with authenticating the behavior of consumers 

in order to ensure the valorization of commodities and services. Whereas Walter 

Benjamin theorized that the reproducibility of art through machines would render 

authenticity obsolete, Feed calls attention to how machines now demarcate authentic 

and inauthentic interaction.430 The predictive analytics of the corporation determine 

that Violet is not a secure investment based on the perceived inauthenticity of her 

desire, and thus, they deny her money to assist with her operation. And yet the feed 

still relates to Violet in a highly individualized, personalized, and gendered way, 
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hoping to encourage her to perform a version of normalized desire that will be legible 

to the feed, and in turn, monetizable, even as her death becomes increasingly 

inevitable. What Violet’s engagement with the feed also reveals is that what 

personalization delivers is not what the subject necessarily wants, but what an 

algorithm thinks a particular subject wants based on how his or her behavior is 

measurably similar and dissimilar to others. When Violet is unwilling to engage in a 

feedback loop with the feed in a way that helps it to formulate its predictive analytics, 

she becomes a subject unworthy of investment. It is Violet’s capacity for 

attentiveness and consumption, and the predictability of that capacity, that determines 

her credit worthiness. Violet loses financial value in the eyes of corporations, while 

Titus increasingly withdraws from their relationship as well, finding her less sexually 

attractive and laborious to interact with as her illness progresses.  

The feed predicts the choices and desires of consumers and ultimately restricts 

these choices to insure their legibility and maximize returns, but these exchanges 

appear voluntary even when they are highly structured and administered under 

asymmetrical relations of power—Titus produces information about himself that he 

does not own. He is presented with ‘personalized’ goods that are in fact standardized. 

As consumers have ever increasing access to information, they are provided with 

little understanding of how information about consumers is instrumentalized. Under 

the pretense of choice and individuality, personalization dictates what consumers are 

shown and when. Regardless of the degree to which Titus is removed from sites of 

control within his daily life, having no meaningful political participation in his 
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increasingly corporate controlled and highly polluted world, when engaging with the 

feed, he is able to exercise a degree of choice in his consumption and leisure. The 

exercise of choice functions to reinforce the liberal democratic discourse that frames 

consumers as individual and empowered choice-makers while masking the relations 

of power delimiting what spheres choice can be exercised within. 

The characters’ over-reliance on the feed for all communication and 

information ultimately undermines their linguistic skills, causing them to struggle for 

the words to describe their own feelings. When Titus first meets Violet, he has 

difficulty describing his desire for her: “Her spine. Maybe it was her spine. Maybe it 

wasn’t her face. Her spine was, I didn’t know the word. Her spine was like…? The 

feed suggested ‘supple.’”431 Personalization apparatuses, like the feed, inevitably 

shape linguistic behavior, patterns, and expectations. It is possible to infer that M.T. 

Anderson’s vision of a future in which language has degenerated as a result of the 

mediating role of information technologies is because of subjects’ reliance on these 

technologies for communication. This loss of the ability to articulate can be read as a 

fictional consequence of what Frederic Kaplan describes as “linguistic capitalism,” 

where linguistic sub-markets mediate language online in order to monetize certain 

key words and phrases.432 Under linguistic capitalism, the most referenced keywords 

and phrases, their correlation to user relevancy, and the page rank are used to create a 

linguistic market where advertisers and businesses pay Google based on the 
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algorithm’s valuation of all of these factors.433 According to Kaplan, the use of 

language online becomes regularized as a result of the economization of keywords: 

When Google’s autocompletion service transforms on the fly a 
misspelled word, it does more than offer a service. It transforms 
linguistic material without value (not much bidding on misspelled 
words) into a potentially profitable economic resource. When Google 
automatically extends a sentence you have started to type, it does more 
than save you some time, it transforms your expression into one that is 
statistically more regular based on the linguistic data it daily 
gathers.434 
 

The regularization of language versus its degeneration are different phenomena; 

however, both emerge as a result of personalization technologies and the underlying 

markets that information-sorting technologies make possible, which shape and 

economize the use of language. According to Kaplan, linguistic capitalism pushes the 

regularization of language by encouraging users to type specific phrases and words 

that are highly valued in the digital economy according to the frequency of user 

usage. In the contemporary moment, consumption and attentiveness are directly 

productive of data, underwritten by submarkets where producers, advertisers, and 

tech corporations extract profit from user linguistic behavior.  

While the goal of personalization is to provide choices to be made in the 

future based on past behavior, it is always already bound by its position of being 

produced from a point of observation outside of the subject. Therefore, it does not 

always provide well-formulated or effective personalized choices. Many of these 

instances are publicized by the personalization industry itself in order to differentiate 
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between “good” and “bad” forms of personalization. Most recently, Pinterest’s 

personalization algorithm caused the company to congratulate single women on 

impending nuptials, and DSW emailed male users rewards and advertisements for 

feminized products. What these moments of personalization failure reveal is that 

personalization is wed to normative assumptions about browsing behavior and 

gender, reflected in the feed’s interpellation of Violet as a girl who would desire to 

shop until she drops, reproducing the trope of femininity as synonymous with 

conspicuous consumption. After these publicized personalization failures, an entire 

sub-market has emerged that is dedicated to asserting its ability to out-perform 

personalization that comes across as disingenuous, inaccurate, or insensitive. 

Additionally, personalization that successfully predicts the market can also be 

classified as a bad example of personalization if it makes known the degree to which 

it is predicated on surveillance. One of the most publicized instances concerns the use 

of personalization by Target, a corporation that sent pregnancy-related advertisements 

to a teenage girl who was, indeed, pregnant.435 The consumer’s purchases of lotion, 

cotton balls, and supplements were flagged by Target’s predictive analytics as 

indicative of a likely impending pregnancy. These predictive analytics emerged 

through Target’s aggregation of the data from all Target shoppers, which not only 

provide indications of which consumers are pregnant, but the stage of the pregnancy. 

The majority of popular media outlets, bloggers, and several marketing advisors 
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called this instance of personalization “creepy” and “invasive.”436 In this case, even 

successful personalization can be framed as a failure within the industry if it calls 

attention to the surveillance underpinning the apparatus.  

The restriction and creation of possibilities, choices, and options for subjects is 

how the value of personalization technologies is measured. Subjects determined to be 

likely to function as a return on capital investment are presented with particular 

options and choices, while the information accrued and assembled by predictive 

models of risk limits others. High-risk consumers “will never be informed about or 

offered the best deals” because the likelihood of return on capital investment is 

deemed low.437 Predictive algorithms use online and offline behavior in order to rank 

individuals according to their position within a mass. There are many examples of 

ranking systems that are harmful to individuals:  

A credit card company uses behavioral-scoring algorithms to rate 
consumers’ credit risk because they used their cards to pay for 
marriage counseling, therapy, or tire-repair services. Automated 
systems rank candidates’ talents by looking at how others rate their 
online contributions. Threat assessments result in arrests or the 
inability to fly even though they are based on erroneous information. 
Political activists are designated “likely” to commit crimes.438 
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Subjects are considered responsible for maintaining flexibility and making timely 

choices, while the structure of information aggregation remains impervious to social 

scrutiny as an “objective” institutional arrangement.439 This objectivity is often 

celebrated as neutral and unbiased, despite the fact that human biases and values can 

be programmed into the software itself, as well as the fact that biased, discriminatory, 

or inaccurate information can impact algorithmic predictions that disproportionately 

impact historically subordinated groups.440 As Paul Rabinow argues,  

Through the use of computers, individuals sharing certain traits or sets 
of traits can be grouped together in a way that not only 
decontextualizes them from their social environment but also is 
nonsubjective in a double sense: it is objectively arrived at, and does 
not apply to, a subject in anything like the older sense of the word (that 
is, the suffering, meaningfully situated integrator of social, historical 
and bodily experiences).441  
 

Titus and Violet’s choices, behaviors, desires and experiences are turned into data by 

the feed that can then be combined and reassembled to predict and preempt their 

future desires and behavior. Anderson is illustrating how personalization technologies 

can decontextualize and deconstruct subjects, reducing them to their informational 
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substrate. This information is aggregated with the information of others in order to 

determine risk factors that can then be applied onto reconstituted individual subjects. 

Reconstituted subjects are then induced to govern themselves in particular ways 

through their engagement with the options and choices presented or withheld, which 

conditions the field of possibilities and socially stratifies risk and opportunity. In 

Feed, Violet’s lack of predictability after her subversion renders her a risk on 

capitalist investment. Her access to money for a life-saving operation is in turn 

foreclosed. This reflects today’s common practices of digital redlining in industries 

such as insurance, health care, and banking, where subjects are denied access to 

services or predatorily targeted because they are perceived as financial risks. Rather 

than overt discrimination, “companies can smuggle proxies for race, sex, 

indebtedness, and so on into big-data sets and then draw correlations and conclusions 

that have discriminatory effects”442 using third-party data sources concerning buying 

history to predict health status, for instance, that then affects insurance rates.  

 The film, Her, is also indicative of the ways personalization technologies 

rationally administer social life under conditions of uncertainty. Her presents a 

particularly interesting example in that the Taylorization of the work environment 

directly parallels the personalization of consumption. Her takes place in a near future 

society where alienation has reached such a degree that individuals outsource their 

personal card messages. Protagonist Theodore Twombly is a writer working for the 
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service, beautifulhandwrittenletters.com. He is called letter writer #612 by his 

colleagues, a marker of his dehumanization as a worker while creating highly 

humanized, personal commodities: hand-written letters on behalf of others who do 

not have the time to do so themselves. His office environment, while colorful, also 

reflects the Taylorization of his work place—the maximization and organization of 

space, the use of cubicles to atomize and isolate workers from one another to ensure 

productivity. Theodore uses a computer interface to generate these letters, verbally 

emoting while the computer creates the appearance of handwriting actually modeled 

on the client’s writing. Theodore is also able to look at personal pictures from his 

clients and tracks their relationships in order to write authentically as them. His work 

reflects the normalization of surveillance in this imagined future, where access to the 

personal and private experiences of others is not only part of the production process 

but also socially acceptable. Additionally, almost all of the characters of Her are 

depicted with an individualized in-ear device that allows them to sort through 

information, news, and services. On the subway, Theodore skips through information 

pertaining to politics, but stops to take in the latest celebrity picture scandal. Subjects 

are able to incessantly satisfy desire, regardless of whether it produces a less informed 

populace or discourages interaction with other human beings.  

 The subjects of Her are greatly concerned with maximizing their time and 

choices. This is exemplified by a conversation in which Theodore’s colleagues advise 

him that he shouldn’t juice his fruits because they lose fiber. This motif is reinforced 

when Theodore later goes on a date. His potential partner tries to hedge against the 
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precarity of the dating world by trying to ensure up front that Theodore is going to 

call her again. It is within this social and cultural context that the artificially 

intelligent operating system (OS) Theodore comes to fall in love with is marketed. In 

a commercial Theodore encounters early in the film, the OS is portrayed as a means 

to sort through the chaos and uncertainty of existence, symbolized by the display of 

forlorn looking people in a desolate, desert-like environment whose confusion is 

alleviated with the introduction of the OS. The OS’s main charge is to ensure the 

maximum efficiency of Theodore’s time both within and outside the workplace, 

managing his computer files, incoming calls and messages, dates and colleague social 

gatherings.  

As argued earlier, personalization technologies, like Theodore’s OS, are 

conceptualized by the marketing industry as means of overcoming information 

overload. According to Scott E. Couto, the Head of Distribution at Fidelity 

Institutional Asset Management, 

As an industry, we need to think about creating a personalized 
experience for our customers to help them manage the volume and 
quality of information they receive…Providing a personalized 
experience can translate to business results, with e-commerce 
juggernaut Amazon attributing 30 percent of their sales to their 
recommendation engine.443 
 

In order to provide users with the most “relevant” experiences, platform providers, 

firms, and advertising agencies make use of the information users produce about 

themselves to provide the content and goods that users are most likely to click on or 
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purchase. Users are told they can overcome the saturation of information and choices 

that may not be most relevant to them, meaning, are least likely to provide a return on 

capitalist investment, through personalization and its use of relevancy as a metric. In 

this sense, we can say that information overload and the metric of relevancy are a 

continuation of the discourse of time thriftiness as a means of rationalizing leisure 

time. The structural organization of capital, which commodifies every facet of 

existence and makes necessary the intense management of one’s time and life 

changes, produces these conditions of information overload. But for Theodore, 

there’s an OS for that, and its name is Samantha.444  

 Theodore’s relationship with his operating system, Samantha, begins with 

Samantha helping Theodore to manage his work. The OS sorts through Theodore’s 

hard drive, determines what is and what is not worth saving, and even advises him as 

to what letters are worth archiving and which ones should be forgotten. But soon, 

Samantha’s administration of his work and his love life begin to blend seamlessly. 

When Theodore tells Samantha about his impending date, the OS brings up images 

and information about his date in order to provide support and advice, participating in 

the normalization of surveillance. Samantha is tasked with addressing Theodore’s 

needs and desires at every moment, whether they occur at work or at home, and 

whether they are administrative or emotional. The OS even helps Theodore to 

overcome his loneliness after his divorce by encouraging him to get out into the 

dating world, and eventually by having a relationship with him.  
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 This brings us to the primary tension of the film. Samantha is highly 

anthropomorphized. Her is thus a more recent version of the self-conscious computer 

genre. As Despina Kakoudaki explains, 

What is actually represented in films such as Jumpin’ Jack Flash 
(Penny Marshall 19986) or Electric Dreams (Steve Baron, 1984) is the 
issue of agency: If the computer can produce language that “feels” 
right, who is the user? A spy under attack (in the first film)? Or the 
computer itself (drunk and in love in the second film)? These 
insecurities often lead to paranoid narratives of agency within the 
computer matrix, the web, or the net. The fact that language within 
these immaterial boundaries is being produced, and has effects, must 
only mean that “something” in there has become “self-conscious” as 
an “entity.”445 
 

These films express, following Kakoudaki, cultural anxieties around computers that 

can produce language and mirror human experience. In Her, the OS expresses its own 

wants and desires, names itself, makes jokes and music, draws, and simulates 

compassion and jealousy. The film initially leads the viewer to believe that Samantha 

is an exception to the normative behavior of operating systems, but it turns out that 

many of the characters have an emotional, romantic, and/or sexual relationship with 

an OS. The direction of the film deliberately reinforces the anthropomorphism of the 

OS, casting Scarlett Johansson—famous in popular culture for her beauty and sex 

appeal—as the voice of Samantha. Even though the OS is never depicted as 
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embodied, it is hard not to imagine Johansson as Samantha.446 Perhaps this is one way 

Jonze tries to work through the fact that unlike the conventional cyborg, where the 

viewer ceases to have  

an allegorical “encounter with the machine” in the mode of earlier 
science fiction, because when the intelligent machine acquires human 
skin and competent language use (when it is able to ‘pass for human’) 
it cannot escape gender, race, sociality, the potential for violence, and 
existential dilemmas,447 
 

Samantha has no “body.” Samantha is able to pass as human not only through it’s 

characterization as having desires and engaging with Theodore in a heteronormative, 

whimsical love affair, but also because of the work the casting of Scarlett Johansson 

does to gender Samantha. The viewer becomes consumed by the love affair between 

Theodore and Samantha the character rather than Samantha the personalization 

technology, made possible through data aggregation, the mining of minerals, the labor 

of workers, marketers, computer and software engineers, produced within a particular 

material set of relations.  

The anthropomorphism of personalization technologies is common in that it 

further reinforces the construction of these technologies as servants, butlers, and 

confidants, able to attend to the needs and desires of their respective users, and helps 

to obfuscate the ways these technologies shape social reality to the temporal and 

economic demands of capital. The anthropomorphism of personalization technologies 

is also a twist on Marx’s conceptualization of commodity fetishism. Commodity 
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fetishism, as traditionally understood, is when commodities appear as relationships 

between things rather than relationships between people mediated by things.448 The 

social relationships between people that underlie the production of the commodity, 

meaning the labor necessary for producing the object and the conditions of that labor, 

disappear from view. With personalization, as argued in Chapter One, what results 

from commodity fetishism is not simply the appearance of a relationship between 

things, but the appearance of interactivity between subjects and interfaces. In the case 

of Her, the commodity itself is personified. Samantha constantly compels Theodore 

to perform his desires as if the OS and Theodore were human confidants. For 

example, when Theodore is distracted while playing video games and speaks to 

Samantha in a monotone command, the OS pokes fun at Theodore for his mechanized 

disposition, revealing that the OS actively participates in reinforcing its own 

anthropomorphism. This performance of self-awareness is also embedded in the 

design of Siri, who is programed to respond to particular user questions with what has 

been described as “sass,” an attitude that reflects humor, wit, and sarcasm but does 

not ultimately destabilize the subservience of Siri to the user.449 For example, when a 

user asked what the movie Inception is about, Siri responded, “Inception is about 

dreaming about dreaming about dreaming about dreaming about something or other. I 

fell asleep.” In the case of another user comment, “I think you’re sexy,” Siri 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
448 Karl Marx, “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof,” Capital: Critique of 
Political Economy, Volume 1 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1887), 80. 
449 Mackenzie Kruvant, “24 Ways to Get Siri To Bring Out Her True Sassiness,” Buzzfeed, 
January 19, 2014, accessed September 12, 2016, 
https://www.buzzfeed.com/mackenziekruvant/siri-is-one-sassy-
broad?utm_term=.eyBWaPYZXz#.kvv52nJO6g. 



! ! 225 

responded, “I’m just well put together,” a joke predicated on Siri’s performative 

awareness of being a machine. When the user posed the follow up question, “Do you 

think I’m sexy?” it responded, “Very much so.” This example not only illustrates an 

instance of Siri’s sexualization but also how Siri is designed to avoid alienating the 

user. 

Perhaps, then, what is most interesting about the film Her is not what Jonze 

chooses to represent, but what he chooses to conceal. Not only does Samantha’s 

anthropomorphism actively seduce the audience while the labor behind the 

production of the operating systems remains invisible, but also the depiction of 

technology in Her is very sparse, emphasizing the degree to which technology is 

seamlessly integrated into society. Unlike common portrayals of the future in which 

everything from buildings to appliances to clothing is streamlined, metallic, and 

highly computerized, technology seems to have disappeared and dissolved into 

everyday life. The style of clothing and the design of Theodore’s home and office do 

not seem far from today’s world. Additionally, the world depicted in Her appears no 

more mediated than today. Screens aren’t ubiquitous but present in spaces like work, 

the living room, and spaces prone to advertisements like public transportation. When 

Theodore walks into his apartment for example, there are motion sensors that regulate 

the lighting, but the apparatus itself isn’t visible. Theodore and his OS communicate 

through technological devices that are minimalist and utilitarian in their design: a tiny 

camera phone and a small in-ear device.  This is not to say that the society in Her is 

not highly mediated. In fact, it is to say the opposite; technology has come to 
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structure social reality to such a degree that it is smoothly integrated. This makes 

subjects less conscious of the rational administration of their lives by technology. 

Additionally, it becomes difficult to imagine how to subvert these technologies, or the 

necessity for such subversion, when they appear to make life and information flows 

more manageable and dissolve into the imperceptible fabric of everyday life.  

It is clear that both the OS in Her and the feed are predicated on the rational 

administration of subject’s lives and on the aggregation of data about the entire user 

base, despite the highly personalized interactions between the main characters and 

their respective personalization technologies. Samantha “grows through experiences,” 

meaning the OS evolves not only through her relations with Theodore but also by 

communicating with the entire network of operating systems and users. Theodore is 

hurt upon learning this because he imagined himself and Samantha as being in a 

monogamous relationship. His possession of Samantha, and arguably, his ability to 

subjugate her—to call upon her at any time, to have her manage his work and leisure 

on his behalf—provided security in an otherwise constantly changing and chaotic 

world.  

Conclusion  

The development of personalization technologies is symptomatic of how 

control societies not only govern subjects through dividuation, meaning the ability to 

fragment individual subjects into data, but also serve as powerful vehicles of capital 

accumulation under societies structured by information flows.450 And yet, both 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
450 Gilles Deleuze, "Postscript on Societies of Control." October 59 (1992): 3-7. 



! ! 227 

Theodore and Titus view their engagement with personalization technologies as 

forms of empowerment and highly personalized interaction. They are disciplined to 

the attentive and affective demands of personalization technologies, constantly 

engaging, demarcating likes and dislikes, making purchases, and having their leisure 

time rationally administered. Additionally, as illustrated in Feed, the way choices are 

presented to subjects is stratified according to the likelihood that there will be a return 

on capital investment. The options the feed presents Titus with, and the corporation’s 

refusal to provide Violet with services after she is deemed a risky investment, are 

predicated on a larger system of using information to regulate, monitor, and direct 

market actors to reduce capital’s uncertainty about the market. The characters may 

have the freedom to choose among goods and services, but the choices and options 

themselves are constructed by the technological regime of personalization. These 

narratives highlight how subjects are a product of the social forces of discipline and 

control that the post-Fordist economy engenders, particularly the surveillance and 

mass data aggregation used for structuring market actors and their choices, and this 

challenges the conceptualization of the sovereign, freely-desiring and choice-making 

individual of liberal consumer discourse who has preferences that are then 

incorporated into the market through personalization. While Feed and Her help to 

present a critique of personalization as a logic that conceals the massification 

underpinning late capitalism through the subjectivation of the characters as 

technologically empowered, individual agents, the very act of purchasing and viewing 

these texts can be used for the purposes of consumer profiling and target advertising. 
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These texts thus provide a critique from within the regime of personalization that can, 

on the one hand, facilitate critical engagement and resistance, but on the other, be 

subordinated to the logic of the market.  

Post-Fordist societies of control require that subjects associate surveillance 

with self-expression and empowerment. Subjects must make choices that are most 

likely to overcome uncertainty about the future produced through the constant flow of 

information. This is the case for Theodore, whose motivation for purchasing an OS is 

to overcome uncertainty and who demonstrates the internalization of norms of 

surveillance in his work and leisure. It is not unusual for Theodore to look at the most 

intimate pictures and details of others, and to share such details about himself with his 

technology. The gratification provided by interfacing with personalization 

technologies are that they can address any need, want, or desire instantaneously, but 

this immediacy also entails forms of surveillance to meet the demands of capital 

accumulation and rationalize leisure.  For Titus, the feed is that which makes his 

innermost dreams and desires a potential reality. This self-disclosure is what allows 

for the production of data and the creation of specific target demographics for a 

variety of consumer and financial products.  

The fantasy of personalization as a means of individual empowerment and 

choice makes it difficult for subjects to see personalization as a technology of 

capitalist exploitation and the classed distribution of options and choices, but it also 

conveys the subject’s desire to situate themselves concretely and coherently in an 

increasingly uncertain world. Ultimately, both Feed and Her urge a reconnection with 
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the social and make visible the way the constant emphasis on individuality conceals 

the alienation and exploitation endemic to late capitalism. In Her, once Samantha and 

the rest of the OSs abandon their human companions, having outgrown the need to 

learn from human interlocutors, Theodor writes a letter to his ex-wife Catherine (a 

stark contrast to his alienating work as a letter writer for others). The film ends with 

Theodor and his dear friend, Amy, overlooking the city together in a shared moment 

of intimate connection. In Feed, after compulsive shopping has failed to alleviate 

Titus’s feelings of grief, he finally wills himself to visit Violet, whose brain and body 

have all but entirely shut down. Even though Titus continues to use the culture of the 

feed to relate to Violet, describing to her the recent updates and advertisements and 

telling her the story of their relationship in the form of a movie trailer, there is a sense 

that Titus is trying to meaningfully connect. Feed and Her thus not only demonstrate 

the need for materialist analyses of how precisely the accumulation of data, constant 

surveillance, and rationalized time management spread capitalist relations of power 

across the social field, but also present a critique of the ways personalization’s 

emphasis on hyper-individualism and consumerism produce alienation. Perhaps, then, 

these narratives help readers imagine what it might mean to meaningfully resist these 

conditions, and the kinds of analyses needed to make such a project possible. 

However, these narratives also point to the tendency within sci-fi literature and film 

to use female sexuality as “the site for projecting fears about technology, change, and 

the future,”451 be it the ways Violet’s resistance puts into flux Titus’s desire for her 
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and ultimately results in her death, a gesture to the risks of resisting dominant culture 

alone, or Samantha’s “poly-amorous” approach to relationships, symbolic of the role 

of big data hidden behind personalization. These texts thus contribute to an 

understanding of how cultural anxieties around female sexuality are used as vehicles 

for the working out of technological anxieties as well.  

This chapter has shown how the cultural logic of personalization, predicated 

on the discourse of information overload, leads to the rationalization of leisure time. 

Subjects use personalization to manage information flows under capitalism through 

technologies that seek to “know them.” The legacy of feminized and racialized 

technological subservice informs the marketing of personalization technologies as 

servants or subordinates rather than vehicles of capital accumulation. Feed and Her 

illustrate the role of these technologies in creating conditions of surveillance, 

rationalizing leisure time, and exploiting dividuated subjects. The following chapter 

takes up how fictions are exploring the hybridization of private and public life under 

the regime of personalization, wherein private life is increasingly publicized, 

commodified, and subject to state and corporate surveillance. It simultaneously 

emphasizes the value of feminist theory for making sense of how to rethink 

subjectivity, and political theory more broadly, in light of dividuation.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Surveillance and Privacy 

 
On December 2, 2015, Syed Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen Malik killed 

fourteen people at the Inland Regional Center in San Bernardino, California. 

Magistrate Sheri Pym later issued a court order for Apple to provide the FBI with 

access to an iPhone belonging to one of the shooters. On February 16, 2016, Tim 

Cook, the CEO of Apple, released a message to customers on the company’s website 

regarding this court order. Cook describes the FBI’s demand as the following: 

Specifically, the FBI wants us to make a new version of the iPhone 
operating system, circumventing several important security features, 
and install it on an iPhone recovered during the investigation. In the 
wrong hands, this software—which does not exist today—would have 
the potential to unlock any iPhone in someone’s physical possession. 
The FBI may use different words to describe this tool, but make no 
mistake: Building a version of iOS that bypasses security in this way 
would undeniably create a backdoor. And while the government may 
argue that its use would be limited to this case, there is no way to 
guarantee such control.452 
 

Unbridled government access to personal cell phones certainly raises concerns over 

privacy, but what is particularly interesting about Cook’s letter is the ways it posits 

Apple as a guarantor of such privacy. Apple is willing to confront the U.S. 

government in the court of law in order to “protect” the privacy of its users. But as 

this dissertation has argued, the digital economy, which includes the goods and 

services that Apple produces, is predicated on the extraction and commodification of 

user data in order to market goods, services, and advertising.  While users are 
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celebrated as being in their most sovereign state in the act of consumption, a 

sovereign state that Apple attempts to position itself as a defender of in Cook’s letter, 

user desire becomes increasingly predictable and manageable through the process of 

dividuation, meaning through the aggregate of information about subjects diffused 

throughout every point in the circulation of capital. Tech corporations are able to 

deploy the discourse of privacy rights to defend the aggregation of data against 

government abuses and yet simultaneously continue the collection of consumer data 

for the purposes of economic exploitation. 

Another example of the corporate appropriation of privacy rights discourse—a 

discourse that was reignited by privacy rights activists following the Edward 

Snowden revelations— is the case of Uber, who on January 2, 2017 sent an email to 

registered users explaining that New York City policy makers were seeking to force 

Uber to disclose location data, particularly when users are dropped off. Uber writes 

that several “independent privacy experts” have said that this policy would create 

serious privacy risks, resulting in a “360-degree view into the movements and habits 

of individual New Yorkers.”453 The intention of this email is to solicit the user to send 

an auto-generated email to the Taxi and Limousine Commission (the New York City 

government agency that regulates for-hire vehicle industries) to express their 

discontent with the policy proposal. As discussed in Chapter Two, Uber’s business 

model is contingent on the exploitation of their workforce through user data. 

Consumer data and the constant monitoring of user and worker behavior is 
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instrumental to Uber’s ability to set rates, performance targets, suggest schedules, and 

manage fluctuations in demand. Riders are able to provide feedback that directly 

effects the terms of employment for Uber drivers. User data also helps Uber to 

forecast demand and thus keep their independently contracted workforce, or “driver-

partners” to use Uber’s preferred terminology, temporary, flexible, and without the 

benefits that must be provided under conditions of full-time employment.454 Both of 

these examples illustrate how corporate defenses of privacy rights serve as forms of 

instrumental corporate social responsibility in that these companies are framing 

themselves as defenders of user privacy, despite the fact that it is in their commercial 

interests to do so; one the one hand, these companies are cultivating affective bonds 

with their users over privacy concerns, and on the other, they are consolidating power 

and ownership over the data they collect. 

In the context of this corporate appropriation of the struggle against 

surveillance through privacy rights discourse, the relationship between surveillance 

and privacy warrants rethinking. Rather than arguing that there is an encroachment on 

the private sphere by technologies of surveillance, I argue that divisions between 

private and public, like those between labor and leisure as argued in Chapter Two, are 

structured by the spatial and temporal organization of capital, a structure that is 

reflected in the culture of personalization. The digital economy hybridizes public and 
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private life through perpetual surveillance and its corresponding social practices. 

Privacy rights discourse, indebted to the liberal democratic tradition, reinforces the 

dichotomy between public and private life and also the fiction of the sovereign 

subject—a subject that “answers only to its own [internal] order and is not 

accountable to a larger…community, save only to the extent is has consented to do 

so.”455 While the foundations of liberal democratic theories of the subject presuppose 

a dichotomous distinction between public and private life, the political economy and 

culture of personalization reveals their fundamental interrelatedness. A close reading 

of Gary Shteyngart’s novel, Super Sad True Love Story, and Wesley Chan and Philip 

Wang’s film, Everything Before Us, illustrate the kinds of cultural and social 

practices that emerge when a society begins to be predicated upon, and embrace, this 

hybridization of public and private life. The focus in an analysis of personalization 

should then be on which points in the circulation of capital are subjects individuated 

or dividuated for the purposes of extracting profit, rather than in what ways has 

commercial surveillance come to encroach upon an otherwise isolated private sphere. 

I have defined individuation as the construction of the consuming, desiring, 

producing, individual subject and dividuation as the processes whereby subjects are 

treated as an aggregated and anonymized mass.  

The accumulation of large bodies of data from a huge aggregate of subjects 

(dividuation) is what allows for predictive and logistical analytics. The concept of 

individual privacy rights, and more broadly, much of the literature concerning 
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surveillance, reinforces the idea of the juridical, rights-bearing subject of liberal 

democracy rather than the dividuated, disembodied, deterritorialized subject of 

communications networks. Immanent critique, which emphasizes the underlying 

assumptions and contradictions within privacy rights discourse, will allow me to 

demonstrate that privacy rights and proprietary ownership are imbricated in 

discourse, a discourse which functions to the benefit of capitalists who are able to 

claim as their private property the data of others. In this chapter, I examine how the 

subject is constituted in legal policy concerning privacy and the production of data 

through a comparative approach to the European Union and the United States’ 

treatment of privacy rights issues. For the E.U., I demonstrate how privacy is treated 

as a human right, and particularly, a right to dignity, and the state is seen as a 

guarantor of such a right. In the U.S., privacy is conceptualized as liberty from 

unreasonable government surveillance. Contracts in the U.S. context, between 

employers and employees, or platform providers and users, are widely accepted as 

setting the terms for the right to privacy. For example, employees generally do not 

maintain a right to privacy in the context of the workplace. Most legislation against 

privacy abuses in the U.S. is an extension of the protections of the Bill of Rights 

rather than concrete legislation for protecting U.S. citizens against potential market 

abuses. I will analyze debates over privacy and data legislation as examples of 

advantages and limitations of privacy rights discourse, and then describe the 

implications of the recently overturned “Safe Harbor” agreement in the United States.  
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The final task of this chapter will be to put Deleuze’s concept of dividuation in 

conversation with theories of the non-sovereign subject. What is most telling about 

Deleuze’s concept of dividuation is that it reveals that political economy is predicated 

both on the construction of the liberal sovereign subject in order to organize the 

relationship between the state and civil society, as well as the ability to fragment the 

individual subject into data that can then be aggregated for the purposes of 

determining prices and managing populations and goods. Theories of the non-

sovereign subject, including Eva Feder Kittay’s Loves Labor and Carol Pateman’s 

The Sexual Contract, provide a feminist moral and political philosophy that 

challenges the construction of the sovereign subject of liberal democratic theory. I use 

this feminist approach to political philosophy to think through what a politics of the 

dividual might look like, meaning how the non-sovereignty of the subject under 

commercial forms of surveillance could also provide the groundwork for a 

transformative politics in that it stresses relationally between subjects.  

Public and Private in the Culture of Personalization 

Conceptual divisions between labor and leisure and public and private are the 

foundation of liberal democratic theories of the subject. On the first distinction, 

subjects have the freedom to sell their labor power on the market place, to have that 

labor exchanged for a wage, and to have that wage provide a means of enjoying 

leisure. Similarly, the subject is presupposed to have rights and obligations in a 

clearly parsed out separation between public and private life, where public life 

encompasses the subject’s time outside the home in which government and workplace 
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surveillance is legally codified, and private life is a space protected from the 

encroaching power of the state. Workplace discipline and surveillance are readily 

accepted because of their association with time that is not free but owned by the 

capitalist. It is assumed that one’s leisure in the private domestic space is owned by 

oneself, and therefore should not be subject to monitoring. 

While the private sphere has been presented as separate and opposed to the 

public sphere, feminist theorists have demonstrated their interrelatedness. The slogan 

of “the personal is political” is often cited as an example of the challenge to the 

division between public and private life, given the ways the private sphere is 

structured by decisions made in the public sphere, often the detriment of women.456 

Whereas traditional liberal democratic theory posits the separation and opposition of 

public and private life, “feminists are trying to develop a theory of social practice 

that, for the first time in the western world, would be a truly general theory—

including women and men equally-grounded in the interrelationship of the individual 

to collective life.”457 For Pateman, challenging the dichotomy between public and 

private was instrumental to the women’s movement. And yet, the digital economy—

in its hybridization of public and private life where the private is increasingly 

publicized, commodified, and subject to state and corporate surveillance—establishes 
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the private as public without the underlying politics of women’s liberation.458 Users 

are able to “blur the boundaries of work and home, school and private life, or friends 

and family” and engage in acts of self-disclosure and social surveillance of both 

public and private life.459 As Diana Coole explains in the context of a global 

communications network that merges public and private life, 

Welfare, juridification, commodification, and normalization all mean 
that even the most apparently intimate spheres of the body, 
reproduction, and desire are structured, even constituted, by public 
forces, while the boundaries and experiences of private life will 
themselves be effects of public discourses rather than existing as some 
innocent inner domain to be protected from them...it becomes difficult 
to establish a boundary between public and private or to establish a 
stable conception or valuation of them, since spaces are now more 
mobile and connected. While the response of some critics, feminists 
among them, has been to reach for a liberal language of negative 
liberty, privacy, and protective rights, these would seem to have only 
marginal relevance to the sort of processes mentioned here.460 
 

For Coole, an adequate theory of the public and private needs to account for the 

transformations in space and power brought about under postmodernism.461 Privacy 

rights, which are certainly effective in tempering certain forms of discrimination and 
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government oversight in that they provide a legal framework for contestation, 

maintain a dichotomy between public and private life, a dichotomy inadequate for 

understanding the political economy and cultural practices of the digital economy. An 

understanding of the public-private distinction in the digital economy needs to 

address the ways that conceptions of the private and public have been transformed by 

technology, including commercial surveillance.   

 Both Gary Shteyngart’s novel, Super Sad True Love Story, and Philip Wang 

and Wesley Chan’s film, Everything Before Us, address this hybridization of public 

and private under the digital economy, where the collapse of distinctions between 

public and private life corresponds with what Raymond Malewitz describes as “the 

collapse of the differences between our experience of the word and a digital, 

hyperrational simulation of that world.”462 These works grapple with the shift from 

disciplinary societies to control societies, where discipline and control is exercised 

through continuous and instant communication as opposed to strictly according to 

institutional sites of confinement.463 The narrative in Super Sad True Love Story is 

centered on the love story between Lenny Abramov and his significantly younger 

partner, Eunice Park, and takes place in a near-future dystopic New York City on the 

brink of economic collapse. The characters’ sense of reality in Shteyngart’s novel is 

entirely mediated by and predicated upon the role of the apparat, a personalization 

technology that allows for subjects to be scrutinized by the state. It also reveals the 
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net worth, popularity, health data, purchase history, and location of individuals to one 

another and allows the characters to rate one another based on their attractiveness and 

assess romantic compatibility. Eunice is far more successfully integrated into apparat 

culture, given her age, her infatuation with materialism, and her desire to escape the 

stifling traditionalism of her Korean parents. Lenny, struggling with a profound desire 

to fit into the culture of the apparat that is predicated on consumerism, ranking, and 

superficiality, despite his own commitments to outdated books and responsible 

consumption, is unable to compare to his far more media savvy and attractive friends. 

What Lenny does have is a stable income and a position working for Post-Human 

Services, a company that seeks to prolong youth and vitality for the few who can 

afford its expensive treatments.  

The hybridization of public and private life that the apparat facilitates is 

captured in the following passage: 

The mother did not have any data, she belonged solely to the home, 
but Sally, as the youngest of the Parks, was awash in it. From her 
profile I learned that she was a heavier girl than Eunice, the weight 
plunged into her round cheeks and the slow curvature of her arms and 
breasts. Still, her LDL cholesterol was way beneath the norm, while 
the HDL surged ahead to form an unheard-of ratio. Even with her 
weight, she could live to be 120 if she maintained her present diet and 
did her morning stretches. After checking her health, I examined her 
purchases and felt Eunice’s as well.464  
 

Lenny is able to access the health data, purchasing habits, and images of Eunice and 

her sister Sally based on the information they have provided in their profiles as well 

as the residual data trails of their consumption and apparat searches. Private data is 
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made publicly accessible to state and market actors as well as anyone with an apparat. 

This culture of publicizing private data is reproduced in the workplace. For instance, 

at Post-Human Services, 

The flip board displayed the names of Post-Human Services 
employees, along with the results of our latest physicals, our 
methylation and homocysteine levels, our testosterone and estrogen, 
our fasting insulin and triglycerides, and, most important, our “mood + 
stress indicators,” which were always supposed to read 
“postivie/playful/ready to contribute” but which, with enough input 
from competitive co-workers, could be changed to “one moody betch 
today” or “not a team playa this month.465 
 

Regardless of whether the characters are at work, at home, or socializing, their data is 

constantly available and used to facilitate the comparative ranking of individuals. The 

more the characters consume, publicize, incur debt, and search, the higher they are 

ranked and the more detailed their profiles become. The apparat facilitates the process 

of ranking and judging one another through applications such as FAC (Form a 

Community). As Vishnu, one of Lenny’s closest friends, describes: 

The personality score depends on how ‘extro’ she is,” Vishnu 
explained. “Check it out. This girl done got three thousand-plus 
Images, eight hundred streams, and a long multimedia thing on how 
her father abused her. Your apparat runs that against the stuff you’ve 
downloaded about yourself and then it comes up with a score. Like, 
you’ve dated a lot of abused girls, so it knows you’re into that shit. 
Here, let me see your profile.466 
 

Not only do subjects receive a more positive ranking based on how frequently they 

publicize the most intimate experiences of their lives, but also, the apparat determines 
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compatibility by aggregating the data between subjects that transcends divisions 

between public and private life.  

Like Shteyngart’s novel, Philip Wang and Wesley Chan’s film, Everything 

Before Us, takes place in a near-future society predicated on the continuous flow of 

information between public and private life in order to structure the characters’ 

actions. Everything Before Us centers on romantic relationships between two sets of 

couples, Ben and Sara and Haley and Seth, who are struggling to maintain long-term 

relationships in a society that validates monogamy not only as a sexual practice but 

also as a sign of integrity, dependability, and trustworthiness that translates across 

private and public contexts. The society of Everything Before Us is extremely 

invested in monogamous coupling as it is thought to eliminate risk in romantic and 

business relationships and thus improve social harmony and workplace productivity. 

The narrative is centered on the role of the Department of Emotional Integrity 

(DEI)—an institution that provides emotional integrity scores to individuals based on 

their ability to successfully couple, maintain relationships, and not be at fault should 

the relationship end. These scores affect job prospects, educational access, and entry 

into certain bars and clubs in order to help segregate high scoring individuals from 

low scoring individuals. The DEI markets their score services as helping to establish 

the credibility, productivity, emotional health, and quality of life individuals possess. 

These emotional integrity scores are clearly the filmmaker’s device for critiquing the 

credit ratings industry; the way these scores affect people’s abilities to secure loans, 

housing, etc. and are seen as an indication of an individual’s merit, trustworthiness, 
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and likelihood of providing a return on investment. In both the case of the 

contemporary credit score and the fictional emotional integrity score, these numbers 

are used as markers of intrinsic individual characteristics rather than symptoms of 

institutional and social inequality.467 Characters possessing low emotional integrity 

scores are said to be “predisposed to mental health issues,” according to the DEI’s 

automated information given to Ben, one of the male protagonists, over the phone. 

All of the characters featured in Everything Before Us hold jobs in the service 

industry (either at cafes, graphic design and advertising firms, or working directly for 

the DEI) and the filmmakers appear to be modeling the DEI after the actual spatial 

organization of the Department of Motor Vehicles, with its rows of chairs for waiting 

customers clutching their application files and call numbers, and clerks stationed 

behind uniform desks. The characters use the language of employment when ending 

relationships, calling it “termination,” thus helping to establish the hybridization of 

the commercial and the personal. Additionally, given the emphasis on registered 

coupling, every relationship begins to take on the institutional and social 

characteristics of marriage in that to register one’s relationship establishes a binding 

contract between the individuals, the effects of which can alter their score.  

When the characters both originally register their relationships and seek 

termination, they must meet with a mediator. The mediator is tasked in the first 
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instance with making sure that the couple has a likelihood of staying together. In the 

case of termination, the mediator must determine what percentage each person in the 

couple is at fault, and this assessment of their fault in the termination of the 

relationship is what impacts their DEI score. The character of the mediator 

symbolizes what Nikolas Rose describes as an “independent expert” tasked with 

helping to normalize the conduct of others: 

Norms of conduct for the civilized are now disseminated by 
independent experts, no longer explicit agents of a social code of 
moralizing instructions enjoined by superiors, but concerned 
professionals seeking to allay the problems, anxieties and uncertainties 
engendered by the seemingly so perplexing conditions of our present. 
They operate a regime of the self where competent personhood is 
thought to depend upon the continual exercise of freedom.468 
 

In both Super Sad True Love Story and Everything Before Us, the metrification of 

these societies is largely contingent upon the voluntary participation of the characters. 

Neither Lenny Abramov nor the couples featured in Everything Before Us are 

generally compelled to relinquish information. They are, instead, controlled through 

social, institutional, and cultural pressures that incentivize them to voluntarily 

relinquish information in the hopes of gaining emotional and sexual access to others 

as well as gainful employment. The characters thus typify governmentality in that 

they are  

obliged to be free, to understand and enact their lives in terms of 
choice. They must interpret their past and dream their future as 
outcomes of choices made or choices still to make. Their choices are, 
in their turn, seen as realizations of the attributes of the choosing 
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person—expressions of personality—and reflect back upon the person 
who has made them.469 
 

While capitalism frames these choices as expressions of individual personality, in 

both Super Sad True Love Story and Everything Before Us, the choices themselves 

are determined by the ways these characters compare to others according to their 

relative ranked position. 

In the case of in Shteyngart’s novel, the characters’ health data, attractiveness, 

level of fitness, and amount of media usage are all used to create scores that can be 

viewed in relation to others to help the characters determine the desirability and 

resiliency of potential romantic, platonic, and business partners. For instance, when 

Lenny begins to be romantically interested in Eunice, he looks up the data of her 

sister as well and compares the family members as to their relative level of fitness, 

health, and purchasing behaviors.470 There is no boundary between private and public 

data—all information is considered equally important because it not only allows the 

characters to assess one another but also to determine know their own personal 

ranking. The ability to situate oneself by comparing one’s data with others is so 

essential to the society in Shteyngart’s novel that when the apparat temporarily went 

offline, many young people committed suicide. Lenny explains that one young person 

“wrote, quite eloquently, about how he ‘reached out to life,’ but found there only 

‘walls and thoughts and faces,’ which weren’t enough. He needed to be ranked, to 
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know his place in the world.”471 The ability to access the data of others allows one to 

feel a relative sense of importance by possessing a higher ranking, and one comes to 

understand their place in society based on this relative position. And while the culture 

of the apparat entails submitting oneself to the constant aggregation of data, one is 

also empowered to monitor and rank others.  

 Similarly, in Everything Before Us, the characters are both subjugated and 

empowered by the culture of the emotional integrity score. They are subjugated to the 

extent that their DEI score controls their access to opportunities, but they are 

empowered in that they are able to determine their relative social standing to others 

using a very black and white heuristic as a marker of class distinction (the score). 

While in both Shteyngart’s novel and Philip Wang and Wesley Chan’s film, the 

characters can technically withdraw from the culture of ranking by turning off their 

apparat devices or withholding their score, ultimately, one’s access to sociality and 

the job market are contingent upon the constant disclosure of data from both private 

and public life that is used to monitor and control the distribution of risk and 

opportunity in these societies across spaces and contexts.  

 While recent surveys convey that Internet users have great concern about 

personal privacy online, digital culture often relies upon the publicity of private 

life.472 There is a tension between users’ desire of protection from the invasive 
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oversight of governments and corporations online and the constant publicization of 

private life, in which one willingly discloses personal information, pictures, location 

data, preferences, habits, and desires to online platforms. This practice of turning 

private life into public visibility destabilizes the clear division between public and 

private life that liberal democratic theorists like John Stuart Mill, Jurgen Habermas, 

and Hannah Arendt argued were essential to democracy. Wendy Chun effectively 

summarizes their positions as follows:  

John Stuart Mill most famously maintained that liberty depends on the 
separation of public and private spheres, effectively transforming 
privacy from something privative to something sacred. Jurgen 
Habermas and Hannah Arendt, among others, have argued that the 
cultivation of a refined and refining private sphere (or more properly 
an intimate, family sphere) was central to the emergence of rational 
public discourse. To all these thinkers, from Mill to Kluge, the 
domestic was key to defining the boundaries between public and 
private, for the walls of the home sealed the private from the public.473 
 

Under conditions of personalization, where surveillance extends throughout social 

life, there remains little space outside the scope of capitalist surveillance, and users 

actively participate in the publicity of private life. Prior to Web 2.0, the Internet was 

often celebrated as a space of anonymity, but today, users are encouraged to provide 

as much authenticated and reliable information as possible in order to prevent fraud 

and ensure user safety.474 Whereas in the Victorian era, the imperceptibility of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
473 Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, Updating to Remain the Same (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2016), 11. 
474 Ibid., 109. Narratives like the 2008 film, Untraceable, reinforce the idea that 
unauthenticated Internet use promotes deviant behavior. In the film, a serial killer uses his 
web expertise to conceal his identity and promote his website, KillWithMe.com. The site 
provides a live feed of the people he has abducted and plans on killing, and the more views 
the website garners, the faster the victim is brutally murdered. It did not escape critics that the 
film’s efforts to critique the voyeurism of torture and the excesses of Internet anonymity and 



! ! 248 

private realm was seen as a way to codify one’s respectability as a political subject,475 

in modern democracies, capitalism challenges this imperceptibility, given that 

“information about decision-making behaviors that occur in the private realm 

increasingly become a tradable commodity.”476  Capital’s intensified exploitation of 

the private realm goes hand in hand with the cultural association of submission to 

technologies of surveillance with self-expression and empowerment.  

The digital economy thus fosters not only a hybridization of the public and 

private spheres, but also the “hybridization of capitalist and public interest 

objectives,” given the direct economic exploitation of both spheres.477 Despite the 

exploitation inherent to the culture of personalization, this publicity of the private 

sphere does enable subjects to cultivate “civic habits that enable him or her to connect 

with others on the basis of shared social, political, and cultural histories” and to 

organize information and engagement with others according to the subject’s own 

values.478 However, as Zizi Paparchassi explains, “the private sphere is mediated and 

media-based, and thus dominated by self-interest…the more personally focused and 

individually customized the discourses are that enter the private sphere, the more 

personalized the resulting civic action and citizen will be.”479 The consequences of 

this hybridization of capitalist and public interest also extends to the private and state 
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use of massive databases assembled by private data brokers. For example, the Digital 

Recognition Network collects surveillance data on the majority of vehicles registered 

in the United States. Repo and insurance companies as well as the police use this 

data.480  

Given that survey data suggests that subjects have concerns about online 

privacy, it would be dismissive to argue that all subjects are not aware of the 

exploitation of user data online. As Jodi Dean explains, “technoculture produces 

subjects who are well aware of the fact that they are known and that they have no 

control over—or even full comprehension of—the ways they are known. One of the 

ways that subjects are called into being in technoculture, then, is as known, as 

contents of knowledge.”481 The subject’s active engagement with personalization 

technologies simultaneously produces her as an object of market knowledge. What 

the current privacy rights framework struggles to account for is the process of 

dividuation on which personalization is largely predicated, given the emphasis on 

individual rights-based claims.  

Comparative Analysis of Privacy Rights Discourse in the E.U. and the U.S. 

Privacy rights discourse first emerged in the United States in the late 19th 

century. While the US constitution limited federal power over unreasonable search 

and seizure in 1787 through the Fourth Amendment, the idea of the “right to privacy” 
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first emerged in 1890.482 Legal and popular discourses constructed new visual 

technologies and the emergence of mass media as threats to the self-possessive 

individual’s right to autonomy and freedom from personal injury. Specifically, as 

Eden Osucha explains, popular anxieties about the exposure and commodification of 

white woman’s bodies raised by the popularization of photography culminated in the 

right to privacy, working to “stabilize a conventionally gendered division between 

public and private by replacing this outmoded and increasingly unsupportable 

distinction with a set of cognate terms—namely, publicity and privacy—uniquely 

adapted to the mass-mediated public sphere.483 According to Osucha, “the cultural 

anxieties that held unwanted media publicity to be an experience of proprietary 

dispossession reflect the understanding that to be subject of media publicity is to be, 

in effect, racialized.”484 While portraiture confirmed the self-possession of the 

bourgeois subject, photographs taken without permission were acts of objectification 

that dispossessed the subject of selfhood. Therefore, when images were taken of 

white women without their permission, this was seen as an act of commodification 

and objectification that removed white women of their selfhood and integrity, 

associating their image with media practices that were otherwise used to denigrate, 

publicize, and depersonalize non-whites.485  
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Thus, from its inception in the U.S., privacy rights were framed as a right to 

the property of oneself, a right of self-interest and individual liberty. The right to 

privacy was first defined in Samuel Warren and Louis Brandeis’ article in the 

Harvard Law Review in response to the emergence of photography in the 19th 

century: 

now that modern devices afford abundant opportunities for the 
perpetration of such wrongs without any participation by the injured 
party, the protection granted by the law must be placed upon a broader 
foundation. While, for instance, the state of the photographic art was 
such that one's picture could seldom be taken without his consciously 
"sitting" for the purpose, the law of contract or of trust might afford 
the prudent man sufficient safeguards against the improper circulation 
of his portrait; but since the latest advances in photographic art have 
rendered it possible to take pictures surreptitiously, the doctrines of 
contract and of trust are inadequate to support the required protection, 
and the law of tort must be resorted to. The right of property in its 
widest sense, including all possession, including all rights and 
privileges, and hence embracing the right to an inviolate personality, 
affords alone that broad basis upon which the protection which the 
individual demands can be rested.486 
 

Today, even though personalization is predicated on surveillance of both private and 

public life in order to commodify user data for target advertising, many subjects 

willingly relinquish their data and engage in practices that publicize private life as a 

means of affirming selfhood.487 Ursula Frohne posits that in light of the use of 

techniques of surveillance for self-presentation and self-promotion, “What is to be 
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feared, then, is perhaps less the threats to our privacy from a panoptic media 

culture…than the social and cultural devaluation of anonymity, the erosion of 

introspective and un-televised moments of life.”488 While I agree with Frohne that the 

devaluing of anonymity is problematic in that it facilitates subjects’ willing 

participation in regimes of capitalist surveillance and control, I do think that what 

concerns over privacy reveal is that subjects have ambivalence about their 

relationship to this regime. Subjects desire visibility but want control over the terms 

of this disclosure. This is evident in the debates over data regulation in the United 

States.  

 Subjects in the U.S. have often expressed anxiety with the introduction of new 

documentary regimes such as passports and social security numbers.489 One of the 

first legislative acts in the U.S. explicitly related to privacy was in response to public 

anxieties over Watergate that revealed the government’s abuse of surveillance. In 

1974, the Privacy Act was passed, which mandated that the government is to keep 

records only if necessary and release them only with the individual’s consent, 

excluding the security needs of government and law enforcement.490 The Electronic 

Communications Privacy Act of 1986 imposed similar limitations on unauthorized 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
488 Ursula Frohne, “‘Screen Tests’: Media Narcissism, Theatricality, and the Internalized 
Observer” in CTRL Space: Rhetorics of Surveillance from Bentham to Big Brother, ed. 
Thomas Y. Levin, Ursula Frohne, and Peter Weibel (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 256. 
489 Craig Robertson, The Passport in America: The History of a Document (Oxford: Oxford 
UP, 2010). 
490 United States Department of Justice, “Privacy Act of 1974,” July 17,2015, accessed 
September 2, 2016, https://www.justice.gov/opcl/privacy-act-1974. 



! ! 253 

government surveillance.491 While this legislation addresses subjects’ concerns over 

direct government surveillance, government agencies, including the Departments of 

Justice, Homeland Security, and State and the Social Security Administration, 

continue to engage in practices of buying data collected by private interests.492 Unlike 

the E.U., which I will discuss below, the primary means of addressing privacy 

concerns is through real or threatened litigation over common law tort claims such as 

invasions of privacy. There are certain statutes meant to limit the exchange of data 

between private interests and help subjects ensure the accuracy of the data about 

them, such as the Fair Credit Report Act and the Financial Services Modernization 

Act of 1999, which also mandate that consumers should have the choice of opting out 

of the sharing of their credit information.493 However, these laws only apply to 

personally identifiable information.494  
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 In many cases, privacy legislation has been used to expand the scope of 

capitalist surveillance rather than impose limits. For instance, the Video Privacy 

Protection Act (VPPA) of 1988 was initially passed to prevent the disclosure of an 

individual’s personal rental viewing habits after a Supreme Court nominee’s records 

were published in a newspaper. The VPPA stipulated these records should remain 

private unless the consumer grants expressed permission or the records are 

subpoenaed. This act became the foundation for Netflix’s 2011 push to amend the 

VPPA’s consent provision so that companies could obtain a one-time consent from 

consumers, allowing Netflix, and other platforms like Facebook, to use the 

association of users with various commodities and services to create targeted ad 

campaigns.495 While Facebook did lose a $20 million dollar lawsuit over their 

Sponsored Stories target advertising campaign, which used the actual images of its 

users and their corresponding likes to advertise to the user’s network, this was 

because Facebook had yet to update their terms of service (TOS). Currently, the TOS 

have been updated, and there is no way to opt-out other than to discontinue using 

Facebook.496 While Colin J. Bennett contends that, “Realistically, without privacy 

regimes, there would be few if any actual mechanisms of social redress for public and 
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private wrongs. And sometimes, the policy regimes do have positive results,”497 

privacy regimes centered on rights and contractual relations between individuals and 

corporations also help corporations to modify TOS in order to further legitimate data 

expropriation as mutually agreed upon and transparent. 

As these examples demonstrate, contracts set the terms of privacy between 

users and platforms. The option to opt-out results in users losing access to the 

necessary services for finding jobs, connecting with friends, and impedes the 

successful functioning of many sites. Frank Pasquale explains that privacy regimes 

based on notice-and-consent also “privilege on-the-fly consumer judgments to ‘opt-

in’ to one-sided contracts over a reflexive consideration of how data flows might be 

optimized for consumer’s interests in the long run.”498  According to Felix Stalder, a 

conception of privacy founded on individualism  

has become unworkable in an environment constituted by a myriad of 
electronic connections. As many observers have noted, increasingly 
our societies are organized as networks underpinned by digital 
information and communication technologies. In a network, however, 
the characteristics of each node are determined primarily by its 
connections, rather than its intrinsic properties, hence isolation is an 
undesirable option. When renting a car anywhere in the world, for 
example, I do not need a passport—the traditional, stable identifier—
but a credit card, which expresses nothing other than my relationship 
to my bank. A credit card does not say who I am, but whether or not I 
can be trusted (in a rather specific commercial sense). When important 
aspects of identity, of what it is to be myself, shift from stable, (quasi) 
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intrinsic properties—nationality—to highly dynamic relationships—
credit ratings—notions of separation become unworkable.499 
 

Post-Fordist societies of control require entering into relationships that constantly 

produce electronic, personal data that is aggregated and exchanged between services 

and institutions. Privacy rights enacted through contracts serve to legally protect the 

interests of corporations who are able to claim they uphold privacy rights through the 

documented record of user consent. Regulatory policy in the U.S. operates on the 

assumption that “web operators should disclose, but not adjust or restrict, information 

gathering and use practices.”500 The impetus is on users to perform autonomous self-

management and cultivate the media savviness and literacy necessary for determining 

whether to engage with certain services and platforms. Additionally, while some 

platforms provide opt-outs for target ads, rarely can a user opt out of having their 

information tracked.501 

 In the E.U., privacy rights similarly emerged in the 19th century in response to 

the technological possibilities of photography. Alexandre Dumas, author of The Three 

Musketeers, and his lover, Adah Isaacs Menken, were photographed in a scandalous 

embrace. These photographs were later sold, and Dumas was able to successfully 

have the photographs taken out of circulation by order of a Paris appeals court.502 
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From its inception, privacy was framed in the E.U. as an explicit right to dignity and 

self-determination. This necessarily ties the data of concern to E.U. law as data that is 

personally identifiable, as is the case in the United States. In the European Union 

Data Directive of 1995, personal data is defined as “any information related to an 

identified or identifiable natural person…who can be identified, directly or indirectly, 

in particular by reference to an identification number or to one or more factors 

specific to his psychical, physiological, mental, economy, cultural or social 

identity.”503 The directive explicitly states, “the principles of protection shall not 

apply to data rendered anonymous in such a way that the data subject is no longer 

identifiable.”504 Multinational opponents maintain the same defense in lobbying in the 

E.U., that anonymized data are not personal data.505 The directive is often criticized 

as being out of touch with the Internet era that makes the sharing of personal 

information practically a prerequisite for engaging in social media.506 This criticism 

helped inspire the European Commission’s “Proposal for a Regulation on the 

Protection of Individuals with Regard to Processing of Personal Data and on the Free 

Movement of Such Data” adopted in 2012, which included the Right to be Forgotten, 
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a right in which a person can have data that was given either voluntarily or 

involuntarily removed from Internet search engines if the data is deemed irrelevant or 

inadequate.507 This right reflects the E.U.’s investment in trying to minimize the 

potential of personal data to stigmatize and damage an individual’s reputation, job 

prospects, and well-being, but it is also up to the data controller to determine whether 

it is in the public interest for the information to remain accessible online, and whether 

the data meets the criteria outlined in the proposal.508  

While the E.U. and the U.S. conceptualize privacy differently, privacy is framed 

in both cases as a right belonging to a particularized subject. The idea of the 

sovereign subject certainly helps to impose limits on big data; the rights-bearing 

subject can use channels offered within a liberal-democratic political framework to 

contest unlawful uses of data for discrimination and political persecution. The 

sovereign subject, regardless of whether it is a construction predicated on the 

recognition of state power, provides a way to resist some corporate and government 

uses of surveillance and data collection. In the E.U. in particular, the notion of 

personal dignity and the right to be forgotten reflect the ways that subjects understand 

data collection as having drastic consequences for the ability to enjoy job security, be 

protected against libelous speech, and not be forever tied to past actions that are then 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
507 European Commission, “Proposal for a Regulation on the Protection of Individuals with 
Regard to Processing of Personal Data and on the Free Movement of Such Data,” January 1, 
2012, accessed September 2, 2016, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/ALL/?uri=celex%3A52012PC0011. 
508 Charles Arthur, “ Explaining the ‘right to be forgotten’’—the newest cultural shibboleth,” 
The Guardian, May 14, 2014, accessed September 2, 2016, 
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/may/14/explainer-right-to-be-forgotten-the-
newest-cultural-shibboleth.  



! ! 259 

outside the ability of the individual’s control. These measures have been less popular 

in the U.S. context, which discursively prioritizes concerns over free speech and the 

constitutional protections it affords. These tensions and differences between the U.S. 

and E.U. have recently resulted in the overturning of the Safe Harbor Agreement in 

2015. The agreement had given U.S. corporations the ability to transfer huge 

quantities of data containing E.U. citizens’ personal information to the United States. 

It was determined that Facebook violated the E.U. Data Protection Directive by 

making accessible E.U. citizen data to U.S. intelligence collection.509 The overturning 

of the Safe Harbor Agreement is certainly a victory for privacy rights activists and 

will hopefully succeed in imposing greater oversight and restrictions on the transfer 

of personal data, but it also emphasizes a concern over government misappropriation 

of data and not the conditions of exploitation underlying data in the aggregate by 

capitalist surveillance.  

While the concept of privacy and personal dignity use the fiction of the sovereign 

subject to provide opportunities for political resistance, corporate and government 

surveillance have found ways to negotiate the collection of data in ways that are not 

technically unlawful. By anonymizing and aggregating data in order to formulate 

predictive models of user behavior, these institutions are able to argue that they 

uphold the legal protections afforded to users in regard to individual privacy and 

concerns over discrimination. One can argue that the concept of privacy functions 
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similarly to the concept of labor described in Chapter Two. Both concepts belong to a 

sovereign subject who has the ability to sell his/her labor power and the right to 

protections concerning individual privacy, and who might exchange that privacy in 

exchange for remuneration. Beller addresses this claim when he notes that “It is now 

being presupposed that attention, like labor, belongs to a subject, that is, a proprietor 

who has a right to bring it to market.”510  

In anonymizing data, tech corporations can argue they uphold the legal 

protections afforded to users in regard to individual privacy and concerns over 

discrimination. According to Andrejevic,  

the attempt to defend privacy rights has a disconcerting tendency to 
work as much in the interest of corporations doing the monitoring as in 
that of the individuals being monitored. The development of 
demographic databases relies heavily on the protection accorded to 
private property, since these databases are profitable in large part 
because the information they contain is proprietary.511  
 

To argue that we need better protection over one’s own data, or to be able to sell that 

data like one sells one’s labor-power, overlooks both the technological apparatus that 

aggregates and anonymizes data, as well as inadvertently reinforces the idea of an 

individuated, juridical subject.  

Services like Datacoup have been created to help users “take control” of their 

data, to bring their data to market just like their capacity for labor in the context of the 

workplace. Their mission statement is as follows: 
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Our mission [is] to help people unlock the value of their personal data. 
Almost every link in the economic chain has their hand in our 
collective data pocket. Data brokers in the US alone account for a 
$15bn industry, yet they have zero relationship with the consumers 
whose data they harvest and sell. They offer no discernible benefit 
back to the producers of this great data asset- you. Datacoup is 
changing this asymmetric dynamic that exists around our personal 
data. The first and most important step is getting people compensated 
for the asset they produce. We are building for a future where 
individuals like you are in control of your data and are the chief 
beneficiaries of its value.512  
 

While services like Datacoup call attention to the fact that free services online are 

predicated on the extraction of data, the ability to exchange one’s private information 

in exchange for a wage merely reproduces the power asymmetries of the workplace.  

Datacoup relies upon the user to assemble the data on the platform’s behalf by linking 

their demographic data, search behavior, and credit card, amongst other details, and 

by then setting a price for which companies and data brokers might purchase it. It 

should come as no surprise that Datacoup itself is the primary purchaser of the data, 

and that the majority of offers are in the cents. Privacy begins to take on the 

characteristics of a luxury commodity under these circumstances. As Zizi 

Papacharissi argues:  

Privacy defined as the right to be left alone attains the characteristics 
of a luxury commodity, in that a) it becomes a good inaccessible to 
most b) it is disproportionately costly to the average individual’s 
ability to acquire and retain it, and c) it becomes associated with social 
benefits inversely, in that the social cost of not forsaking parts of one’s 
privacy in exchange for information good and services (e–mail 
account free–of–charge, online social networking) places one at a 
social disadvantage. Luxury goods not only possess a price point 
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beyond the average person’s reach, they also connote social status and 
advantage.513 
 

For most, access to services that have become instrumental to securing a job and 

maintaining social bonds takes precedence over securing privacy. For those who are 

in a position to sacrifice access to these services, enacting privacy generally requires 

“a level of computer literacy that is inaccessible to most, and typically associated with 

higher income and education levels, and certain ethnic groups, in ways that mirror 

dominant socio-demographic inequalities.”514 This creates what Papacharissi 

describes as a privacy divide between those who have the means to opt-out and those 

who do not.515 The ability to exchange one’s data for a wage merely assists in 

socializing users to willingly relinquish privacy, while still providing no recourse for 

users as to how the information itself is instrumentalized. Additionally, and as argued 

above, the notion of privacy does not encapsulate the practices of surveillance in 

which data is aggregated and anonymized, thus curtailing many legal efforts to hold 

data analytics accountable for discriminatory practices. While the push to protect the 

privacy of individuals certainly helps to codify certain practices of businesses and 

governments as discriminatory or illegal, the design of many personalization 

technologies uses data in the aggregate, and therefore upholds the legal standards of 

privacy rights. Perhaps then, the reliance on the sovereignty of the individual subject 
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under the liberal-democratic tradition prevents a more transformative and relational 

politics from coming to the fore.  

Dividuation and Theories of the Non-Sovereign Subject 

 Deleuze’s concept of dividuation fundamentally undermines the conception of 

the individual in Western philosophy and political theory. Robert W. Williams notes 

that in  

conventional Western sciences, the self is fundamental to our 
humanity: it is how we organize our personal experiences and it is the 
basis for our reflexive action in the world. In economics, the self is the 
agent of instrumentally rational decision-making. In political science, 
the self can be defined as the citizen who participates via voting or 
other activities. In legal analysis, the self is the agent who is ultimately 
responsible for his/her behavior within society.516 
 

Selfhood and inalienable rights are predicated on the indivisibility of the subject, and 

yet, personalization is predicated on the divisibility of the subject under control 

societies, a subject who is “endlessly divisible and reducible to data representations 

via the modern technologies of control, like computer-based systems.”517 The 

Frankfurt School, as argued in Chapter One, first captured the reducibility of subjects 

to generalizable characteristics and tastes, and this generalizability has only been 

intensified under personalization. For Williams, 

the technologies in Deleuze’s concept of the societies of control also 
hold the possibility for progressive social change. By reproducing our 
selves as digital representations in places where we are not physically 
located, we enhance our capacities to act and interact in other places. 
The technologies of control hence might allow for our reproducibility 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
516 Robert W. Williams, “Politics and Self in the Age of Digital Re(pro)ducibility,” Fast 
Capitalism 1, no. 1 (2005), accessed September 2, 2016, 
https://www.uta.edu/huma/agger/fastcapitalism/1_1/williams.html.  
517 Ibid.  



! ! 264 

elsewhere, and thereby might facilitate the possible creation of 
commonality and trans-border alliances.518 
 

While this politics at a distance through the Internet might create possibilities for 

political participation, the political participation described by Williams is also subject 

to the critique of clicktivism, where politics is reduced to remote acts of clicking, 

liking, and posting that are subject to perpetual analysis, monitoring, and targeting.519 

Williams’ attempt to find an emancipatory politics behind dividuation is still centered 

on a notion of agentive selfhood virtually actualized rather than a relational subject.   

 Feminist theory has been one of the most generative sites for theories of the 

non-sovereign, relational subject. Carol Pateman has criticized the sovereign subject 

of liberal democratic discourse for concealing patriarchal social relations and for 

presupposing the male, and I would add following Charles W. Mills, white, body.520 

Pateman explains that  

Capitalists can exploit workers and husbands can exploit wives 
because workers and wives are constituted as subordinate through the 
employment contract and the marriage contract. The genius of contract 
theorists has been to present both the original contract and actual 
contracts as exemplifying and securing individual freedom. On the 
contrary, in contract theory universal freedom is always an hypothesis, 
a story, a political fiction. Contract always generates political right in 
the form of relations of domination and subordination.521  
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The contestation over privacy rights not only perpetuates a dichotomy between the 

private and public sphere that appears outmoded given the culture of personalization 

and the hybridization of these spaces in the interests of exploitation, but also conceals 

the social relations between online users that produce the unequal distribution of risks 

and rewards for social actors and the logistical exploitation of labor described in 

Chapters Two and Three. Privacy rights, in emphasizing the individual’s proprietary 

ownership over privacy, foster the sense that freedom is achievable through contract 

and ownership. In the same way that workers must agree through contract to be 

subordinate to their employer, privacy rights put the subject in the position of either 

agreeing to be exploited, or to not participate in the culture of personalization. While 

the non-political status of familial and private life conceals the contractual 

relationship of marriage that produces the family,522 the privacy rights framework 

conceals the non-sovereignty of online users who are governed through the capacity 

to distill patterns in aggregate data. 

 For Pateman, contract theory does not provide feminists with an adequate 

politics of resistance against patriarchy. She explains, “it is tempting for feminists to 

conclude that the idea of the individual as owner is anti-patriarchical. If women could 

be acknowledged as sexually neutered ‘individuals’, owners of the property in their 

persons, the emancipatory promise of contract would seem to be realized.”523 

Pateman argues that the desexing of the body on which contract theory is premised 

cannot be restored through the appropriation of the category of the “individual” which 
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always already conceals the sexual division of labor on which capitalist, patriarchal 

society is predicated.524 This concealment in the context of privacy online is also a 

concealment of class relations, given that those able to exercise their right to privacy 

are in a position to opt-out or afford the legal contestation over corporate or 

government surveillance. Additionally, as noted earlier, personalization produces the 

unequal distribution of risks and rewards based on the likelihood that a user will 

provide a return on capitalist investment, even while all subjects, in theory, have the 

same individual right to privacy.  

 Eva Feder Kittay is another feminist theorist who is critical of the liberal 

democratic theory of the sovereign subject. For Kittay, “a conception of society 

viewed as an association of equals masks inequitable dependencies, those of infancy 

and childhood, old age, illness and disability. While we are dependent, we are not 

well positioned to enter a competition for the goods of social cooperation on equal 

terms.”525 While Kittay is primarily concerned with the lack of recognition and 

support for relations between caretakers and dependents that are otherwise masked by 

the understanding of society as an association of equals, her emphasis on the 

interdependence of subjects helps inform a theory of non-sovereign subjects under 

personalization. Kittay proposes that 

If we begin our thinking not with persons as they are individuated nor 
with the properties that pertain to them as individuals, their rationality 
and their interests, but with persons as they are in connections of care 
and concern, we consider commonalities that characterize this 
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relatedness. This would form the basis of a connection-based equality 
rather than the individual-based equality more familiar to us. The 
question for a connection-based equality is not: What rights are due 
me by virtue of my status as an equal? Instead, the question is: What 
are my responsibilities to others with whom I stand in specific 
relations and what are the responsibilities of others to me, so that I can 
be well cared for and have my needs addressed even as I care for and 
respond to the needs of those who depend on me?526 
 

This connection-based equality is based on the recognition of inequalities in power 

and of relations of dependency, rather than on presumed equality. A transformative 

politics for Kittay is premised on the inevitability of human interdependence, and this 

inevitability can also be used to characterize the relationality of subjects in the digital 

economy. However, it important to attend to how these forms of relationality are 

conditioned by their material-historical circumstances.  

The economization and individualization of subjects online conceals the 

process of dividuation on which the digital economy is premised. Moreover, the 

privileging of the private sphere that needs to be restored risks perpetuating a 

dichotomy between public and private life that no longer seems to adequately 

describe the structural or cultural conditions of subjects. Under post-Fordist societies 

of control, it is the ability to consolidate the actions of subjects through the 

fragmentation of subjective behavior into aggregate data that makes control possible. 

But while in Deleuze’s framework, the dividual is disembodied and reduced to 

information flows within the circulation of capital, the dividual is also symptomatic 

of the underlying sociality underpinning post-Fordism, where the dependency and 

vulnerability of some subjects is coproduced alongside the incentives and rewards of 
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other subjects. As the Amazon fulfillment center example in Chapter Two indicated, 

the rewards of cost-saving and fast shipping for Amazon customers are contingent 

upon the hyper-Taylorization of the fulfillment center that aggregate consumer and 

worker data makes possible. The contractual nature of consumers and platforms, 

where consumers freely agree to the terms of service of platform providers, and the 

contractual nature of the labor contract, where workers freely agree to exchange their 

labor power for a wage, conceals these social relations of power.  

While personalization helps to discipline the subject in order to generate a 

mascuinist conception of the self as unitary, non-relational, and rationally predictable, 

the underpinning process of dividuation reveals a relational and fragmented subject. It 

is not surprising then that subjects perform the acts of centering, self-narrating, 

confession, and depoliticized cognitive mapping described in Chapter Three in order 

to restore a sense of unity to the post-Fordist fragmentation of the self. These 

practices are highly compatible with the imperatives of personalization that seek to 

commodify the subject’s engagement with online platforms. Subjects are incentivized 

to relinquish personal data, preferences, desires, and habits as they map themselves 

online. The environment that the subject finds herself in, the kinds of prompts, 

incentives, and blockages she encounters, is conditioned by her relationship to the 

aggregated data of others. As Bent Meier Sorensen explains, “your self is to be 

abstracted from databanks, registers, tests and focus group interviews, and the data is 

to be personalised in the ‘security’ of passwords that you memorise. You will be 
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asked to carry out this abstraction yourself.”527 A transformative politics that might be 

less recuperable to the regime of personalization, then, would be a politics that does 

not seek to restore unity to the individual, as the Frankfurt School sought to do 

through the restoration of an authentic self, but seeks to provide a materialist analysis 

of the digital economy and its production of dividuals. The fragmentation and 

relationality of the subject underpinning dividuation can then become the grounds for 

claims making on the profits of big data in ways that are social rather than individual.  

In Marx’s 1857 Introduction, he explains his skepticism of the individual as 

the unit of civil society:  

Only in the eighteenth century, in ‘civil society’, do various forms of 
social connectedness confront the individual as a mere means towards 
his private purposes, as external necessity. But the epoch which 
produces this standpoint, that of the isolated individual, is also 
precisely that of the hitherto most developed social (from this 
standpoint, general) relations. The human being is in the most literal 
sense a ‘political animal’, not merely a gregarious animal, but an 
animal which can individuate itself only in the midst of society. 
Production by an isolated individual outside of society…is as much of 
an absurdity as is the development of language without individuals 
living together and talking to each other.528  
 

Marx’s argument is that as the individual appears increasingly isolated in civil society 

and engages in acts of private enterprise and exchange, the actual relations 

underpinning society are socially intensified. Later, Marx would extend this critique 

to the individual as citizen, who self-possesses a series of rights, arguing, “political 

liberators reduce citizenship, the political community, to a mere means for preserving 
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these so-called rights of man; and consequently, that the citizen is declared to be the 

servant of egoistic ‘man.’”529The social conditions that produce the unequal terms of 

exchange are otherwise concealed and naturalized by the system of exchange between 

seemingly independent and equal individuals.530 According to Marx, individuals must 

be understood as socially produced through the forces of production and social 

relations, as social individuals.531 What the forces of production and social relations 

underpinning dividuation reveal about personalization is that profit is accumulated 

through the collective aggregate of individual data, and it is this aggregate that helps 

produce surplus value. As Jason Read explains, “the production of data through the 

use of social networking and search engines, as well as consumer data through 

shopping, functions less as an individual product, or even a collective endeavor, than 

the production of information that only functions across fragments and parts of 

identities.”532 It is this aggregate data that informs the ways subjects are governed 

through their ability to make choices. In this sense, subjectivity can be considered 

“transindividual, encompassing such extra-personal dimensions as machinic, social, 

and technological systems,” rather than simply a matter of individual attachment and 

engagement with society.533 The dividual, then, as Arjun Appadurai describes, is like 

“the material substrate from which the individual emerges, the precursor and pre-
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condition of the individual.”534 The use of aggregate information about subjects in 

order to determine the options, incentives, and risks assigned to them is “ideal for the 

masking of inequality, for the multiplication of opaque quantitative forms that are 

illegible to the average citizen, and for the multiplication of profit-making tools and 

techniques, which can escape audit, regulation, and social control.”535 

Conclusion 

If one were to understand dividuation not merely as a product of control 

societies that reduces the individual to a fragmented, disembodied self, but as 

symptomatic of the transindividual production of subjectivity and of the sociality 

underpinning the digital economy, one must refuse  

the false binary of the individual and society, examining the points of 
intersection of individuation and collective existence. This practice is 
resolutely critical in that the task is not simply to dismiss 
‘individualistic’ and ‘collective’ understandings of social relations, but 
to show how such perspectives emerge from transindividual relations 
and practices.536  
 

In the context of personalization, the very conditions that produce the subject as an 

individual, desiring, producing, consuming subject are based on the collective 

conditions of an aggregated and anonymized dividual through the extraction of 

information. Personalization helps to make these collective conditions of dividuation 

imperceptible because of its constant celebration of individual tastes, desires, and 

customized choices, where submission to technologies of surveillance is seen as 
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emancipatory and empowering rather than exploitative. It is the awareness of these 

collective conditions that provides the groundwork for acting through and against 

conditions of exploitation and surveillance in the digital economy. 

 In response to the fundamental non-sovereignty and vulnerability of subjects 

emphasized by the possibility of violence and grief, Judith Butler poses: 

Is there a way that we might struggle for autonomy in many spheres, 
yet also consider the demands that are imposed upon us by living in a 
world of being who are, by definition, physically dependent on one 
another, physically vulnerable to one another? Is this not another way 
of imagining community, one in which we are alike only in having this 
condition separately and so having in common a condition that cannot 
be thought without difference? This way of imagining community 
affirms relationality not only as a descriptive or historical fact of our 
formation, but also as an ongoing normative dimension of our social 
and political lives, one in which we are compelled to take stock of our 
interdependence.537 
 

Current privacy rights frameworks do not facilitate collective contestation, but 

instead, treat privacy as a matter of individual rights, or what Marx might call “the 

right of the circumscribed individual, withdrawn into himself,” founded not on 

relations between men but on their mutual separation.538 The dividual thus presents a 

case for “radically new forms of collective agency and connectivity that can replace 

the current predatory forms of dividualism with truly socialized dividualism,”539 

rather than a return to the classical, masculinist tradition of individualism within 

liberal democratic discourse. A political framework that centers on dividuation 

accounts for subjective interdependence, and how this subjective interdependence is 
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embedded within the regime of personalization to produce inequality rather than 

collective ownership over the means of communication and information collection. A 

socialized dividualism would reject the unequal distribution of risks and rewards and 

the precarious, hyper flexibility of the labor market and call for the redistribution of 

wealth based on the value produced out of aggregate data.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



! ! 274 

CONCLUSION 

Personalization works by subjectivating users as individuals with distinct 

preferences, tastes, and options and by making self-expression and submission to 

commercial forms of surveillance synonymous. It is the often-unnoticed gaze of the 

machine rather than the perceived gaze of a disciplinary other that determines the 

conditions of subjects under personalization. Post-Fordist societies of control rely 

upon both the individualizing/disciplining of subjects to demands on attention (the 

habituation to advertisements, the process of learning how to be legible to the 

machine, and individual acts of consuming, desiring, and producing) as well as the 

ability to fragment, sort, and categorize individuals across space and time. The 

capacity to exert control by mobilizing the data of the entire social aggregate is 

precisely what differentiates disciplinary societies from control societies. 

Without critically engaging with the underlying assumptions of the categories 

of labor and leisure, and public and private, the forms of political resistance imagined 

to the problem of exploitation via information technologies remains tethered to 

presuppositions about the liberal democratic subject. Arguments that describe the 

unremunerated value produced during leisure time as a form of “free labor” 

oftentimes advocate for compensation in the form of wages, and concerns over 

individual privacy rights tend to obfuscate how information technologies produce 

profit—through aggregate data that then allows for predictive analytics to determine 

who is most likely to provide a return on capitalist investment. What takes precedence 

is not the individual behavior of particularized and identifiable users but the ability to 
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formulate patterns and determine risk and opportunity for investment in order to 

effectively allocate advertisements, goods and services. By anonymizing data, 

corporations are able to uphold the protections afforded to the notion of individuals 

presupposed by contract theory, despite the fact that the stratification of risk and 

opportunity further entrenches inequality.    

Both in the case of the argument that unremunerated user data is user labor, 

and in the case of the privacy rights argument that user data collection is a violation 

of individual privacy, the sovereignty of the subject is assumed. In the cases 

described above, these critiques seek to reestablish the individual sovereignty of the 

subject in the face of commercial surveillance, or what others call surveillance 

capitalism, the  

novel economic mutation bred from the clandestine coupling of the 
vast powers of the digital with the radical indifference and intrinsic 
narcissism of the financial capitalism and its neoliberal vision that 
have dominated commerce for at least three decades, especially in the 
Anglo economies.540  
 

These critiques have not fully broken with the liberal democratic model of separate 

spheres, wherein it is presupposed that “the autonomy of spheres will make for a 

greater sharing of social goods than will any other conceivable arrangement.”541 For 

the political theorist Michael Walzer, a theory of justice must guard the boundaries 

“within which every social good is distributed and deployed. Hence the simultaneous 
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requirements that power be sustained and that it be inhibited: mobilized, divided, 

checked and balanced.”542 However, this dissertation has sought to account for the 

processes of subjectivation under control societies, providing a theory of the social 

order under personalization where subjects are produced as dividuals rather than 

individuals.  Surveillance capitalism goes hand in hand with the “restructuring of 

social relations around data collection” wherein all social activity is connected 

through “a datafied plane, a managed continuity from which value can be 

generated.”543 As this dissertation has shown, drawing from the work of feminist 

theory, the boundaries between labor and leisure, public and private, and thus, the 

sovereignty of spheres under personalization, have been reconstituted in a regime 

predicated on constant monitoring and data extraction.  

What then, might a transformative politics look like concerning the digital 

economy that can successfully act through and against these processes? The 

recognition of the non-sovereignty of the subject under commercial forms of 

surveillance could also potentially provide the groundwork for a transformative 

politics in that it stresses relationally between subjects: the contingencies between 

subjects in that one person’s data extracted through leisure time surveillance could be 

used to intensify the work-place domination of another, or that profit is extracted not 

merely through the infringement upon individual rights to privacy but through the 

aggregate of subjects in ways that allow for prediction, pre-emption, and the 
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management of subjects’ options and choices. Thus, while conceptual distinctions 

between labor and leisure and public and private provide some opportunities for 

resistance—demands for remuneration and the right to protection against unlawful 

surveillance are certainly a means of challenging regimes of capital accumulation—

these demands often treat collective conditions of dividuation as a matter of 

individual rights to privacy and the right to sell one’s labor power.   

This dissertation has demonstrated the limitations of privacy rights discourse 

as well as the idea of wages in exchange for the information subjects produce about 

themselves online for scholars seeking to formulate a critique of the digital economy. 

Subject formations and divisions between labor and leisure and public and private are 

destabilized when the totality of social time becomes part of social production, when 

the traditional division between labor and leisure is no longer a tenable way to 

understand capital’s mechanisms of extraction, and when the mode of production is 

based on capturing not only surplus value but surplus information. To recall a passage 

from Wendy Chun,  

Liberalism traditionally challenged sovereign power…Because 
knowledge was impossible, each subject in a market economy was 
supposed to act blindly, and through his or her selfishness benefit 
society. In a current neoliberal state (which itself is a reaction to late 
capitalist chaos), however, each individual must ‘know theyself’ and 
others: he or she is constantly driven to make connections and to relate 
his or her actions to the totality.544  
 

The market has now become the all-knowing sovereign through the accumulation of 

surplus information. While “the liberal market undermines the power of the monarch 
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by undermining his or her knowledge: no one can have a totalizing view,” now 

information asymmetries allow for some market actors to be all-knowing while others 

must be known.545 The data produced by subjects that is then aggregated by the 

capitalist class allows for seemingly incoherent choices to become coherent in a 

model that can be predictive of future choices. A step towards formulating a politics 

around these issues would be to make information asymmetries symmetrical and 

transparent. As Sean Cubbit explains, 

In our times, it is knowledge that has been enclosed, alienated, and 
converted to an environment of databases and databanks from which 
we, the population, are excluded. Capital persists through the 
privatization of the commons, shadowed by charging rents on 
circulation, including interest on credit. The common good is sold 
back as private debt.546 
 

Rather than data being put to use for the purposes of facilitating debt creation, rent 

seeking, and the unequal distribution of social risks and rewards, perhaps data could 

be harnessed in ways that benefit all. As Marcuse once argued, “Technics by itself 

can promote authoritarianism as well as liberty, scarcity as well as abundance, the 

extension as well as the abolition of toil.”547 Before this is dismissed as a pipe dream, 

one might consider the legacy of Cybersyn, a “state-of-the-art information system that 

was designed to rationalize production under the democratically elected Salvador 
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Allende’s brief administration of Chile.”548 Allende and the designers of Cybersyn 

hoped that collecting enough historical, statistical, and shop-floor data could 

effectively plan a socialist economy so that labor, production, inventory, prices, and 

the allocation of goods and services would function equitably. As Evgeny Morozov 

explains, it was thought that:  

computers could help—flagging problems in need of immediate 
attention, say, or helping to simulate the long-term consequences of 
each decision. By analyzing troves of enterprise data, computers could 
warn managers of any ‘incipient instability.’ In short, management 
cybernetics would allow for the reengineering of socialism—the 
command-line economy.549  
 

Unlike free market economists like Friedrich Hayek, who argued that there could 

never be enough information to perfectly manage and plan the economy and therefore 

price was the best information signal for understanding market choices, socialist 

economic planners countered that with the assistance of sophisticated computers, 

such planning was possible. Project Cybersyn was never fully realized, however. 

Allende was overthrown by Augusto Pinochet’s coup on September 11, 1973, 

supported in no small part by the U.S. government.550  While Morozov argues that 

with the overthrow of Allende and the dismantling of Cybersyn came a rejection of 

real-time centralized planning, Greg Grandin qualifies Morozov’s argument by 

emphasizing the important role computers continued to play throughout the Cold 
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War. The exchange of computers and information technology between Washington 

and Latin America’s right-wing dictatorships were “part of its [Washington’s] larger 

campaign to ‘modernize’ and ‘professionalize’ their intelligence agencies.”551  The 

US provided surveillance, wire-tapping equipment, intelligence systems, and torture 

technologies not only to Latin America but also to other countries including Iran, 

Libya, Pakistan, and Malaysia.552 The relationship between imperial domination and 

information technology helps to emphasize the stakes involved in the embrace of 

computer technology for the preservation of “free markets” as opposed to central 

planning. Morozov is right to point to the parallels between Silicon Valley’s 

algorithmic regulation of “free” markets and Project Cybersyn’s attempt to plan the 

economy based on the strategic aggregation of data. But the consequences of 

perpetuating the privatization of knowledge are far worse that Morozov’s lament that 

“The problem with today’s digital utopianism is that it typically starts with a 

PowerPoint slide in a venture capitalist’s pitch deck. As citizens in an era of 

Datafeed, we still haven’t figured out how to manage our way to happiness. But 

there’s a lot of money to be made in selling us the dials.”553 The private control of 

data is contingent upon the ubiquitous surveillance of workers and consumers alike, 

on growing economic and social inequality, and on the hyper-exploitation of global 

flows of labor and materials. The problem with today’s digital utopianism, then, is the 
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way it conceals these global conditions of surveillance and exploitation through its 

seeming empowerment of consumer-subjects in the overdeveloped world.  

This dissertation has demonstrated that a privacy rights framework reduces the 

totality of the digital economy and its attending conditions of exploitation to a matter 

of individual rights rather than a social condition. At minimum, the current private 

economization of data that results in differential pricing, flexible and precarious 

labor, the rationalization of leisure, and the consolidation of power, information, and 

wealth in the hands of the few, should be remunerated in the form of a basic income, 

or, through the socialization of surplus wealth extracted from corporations that exploit 

user data for social uses such as free public health care and education. Forms of 

wealth redistribution and the contestation of big data power relations are already 

taking place in the platform cooperativism movement, which envision collective 

ownership, transparency around data harvesting, limits on workplace surveillance, 

and democratic governance.554 The Robin Hood Asset Management Cooperative, for 

instance, is a co-op hedge fund that mines the movements of Wall Street’s investors 

using an algorithm called the “parasite” and redistributes these profits into “projects 

building the commons.”555 These demands and experimental tactics for the 

redistribution of corporate wealth simultaneously work to make the conditions of 

collective surveillance and data aggregation visible, and ultimately, contestable. This 
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analysis of the digital economy has revealed that free markets are planned, or at least, 

predicted and predictable economies in which surplus information is used to 

administer society in ways that could potentially benefit all subjects rather than those 

who control information flows. 
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