
CHAPTER 5

The Economy of Digitality: Limitless 
Virtual Space and Network Time

Algorithmic cognition is central to today’s capitalism. From the rationali-
sation of labor and social relations to the financial sector, algorithms are 
grounding a new mode of thought and control. 

Luciana Parisi, 2016, p.98.1

The economy of digitality is a space-time economy. That is to say, the relation-
ship to time and space through technology, and the nature of this time and 
space as the articulation of the accumulation process, is central to what the 
post-modern economy is and what it does. This is new and different in that 
digital technology acting as driver of accumulation has distinctive manifesta-
tions that we must recognise and understand.

Here I will look at time and space as digital and networked phenomena that 
are foregrounded by digitality in the ways that I have described—and use this 
frame as a way to consider the global economy as a whole. The central point 
of the discussion here is that the effects and spread of digitality have not been 
uniform. This is in the nature of capitalism, as much in its classical mode—
think Leon Trotsky and his ‘uneven and combined’ theory of capitalist devel-
opment—as it is in its mutated digital form that dominates today.2 Given that 
accumulation—notwithstanding its mutation in the context of digitality—is 
still accumulation, with the same objective of extracting value from labour, then 
Trotsky’s theory is a useful way to plot and analyse the multifaceted articula-
tions of the digital global economy.

Let us begin with a consideration of some of the ideas around the transfor-
mation of perceptions of time and space that has been a central motif within 
the globalisation debates since the 1980s. To begin with we can put aside many 
of those theories that emerge from business journals and management books. 
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Invariably, these are celebratory in the context of an assumed and unreflective 
technological ‘progress’ that propels manufacturing, production, consumption, 
communication, etc. to new levels of ‘efficiency’ and thus humanity to new lev-
els of prosperity.3

One of David Harvey’s most important and lasting contributions to Marxist 
scholarship, and to the political economy analysis of capitalism more generally, 
has been his ‘time-space compression’ thesis. His ‘spatializing’ of the accumula-
tion process serves, still, as a most fruitful way to think about accumulation, 
about globalisation and, as I will detail shortly, about culture. In what has be-
come a much-quoted passage in Postmodernity, Harvey writes that with the 
term ‘time-space compression’ it was his intention to ‘signal … processes that 
so revolutionise the objective qualities of time and space that we are forced 
to alter, sometimes in quite radical ways, how we represent the world to our-
selves’.4 The world as a space of communication, transportation and production 
has become dramatically smaller, he argues, and so the experience of this rapid 
transformation needs to be understood by the left as it will be ‘challenging, 
exciting, stressful … sometimes deeply troubling, [and] capable of sparking 
… a diversity of social, cultural, and political responses.’5 The sociologist An-
thony Giddens proposed something similar to Harvey, and did so earlier, a fact 
Harvey indicates only in passing in Postmodernity.6 Giddens calls his theory 
‘time-space distanciation’. Here, the growing ‘intensification’ of the dynamics 
of modernity serve to order social life and social relations in ways that link ‘lo-
cal happenings’ to events ‘occurring many miles away and vice versa’.7 In more 
philosophical mode, Frederic Jameson, in his essay ‘The End of Temporality’, 
evokes a late-capitalist space-time in which subjective experience is reduced to 
a constant present, a present that is nonetheless still an unfolding telos, though 
one that never quite terminates, but which would signal the ‘death of the sub-
ject’, and hence the end of the Marxist project of revolution or emancipation, 
if it ever did.8 And more recently, Ben Agger looked specifically at digital con-
nectivity, primarily through the pervasive smartphone, to argue that ‘smart-
phoning creates a kind of “iTime” that challenges the pre-Internet boundaries 
between public and private, day and night, work and leisure, space and time’.9 
Intriguingly and somewhat in tune with the concerns of the present book, Ag-
ger goes to on to write that ‘iTime is consistent with, and hastens, the expan-
sion and elasticity of the commodity form in late, laptop, fast, post-Fordist, 
postmodern capitalism.’10

These are only a selection from the literature, but they are representative. 
What characterises them as left-critiques of the transformation of time and 
space is that they look to some form of classical historical-materialist analysis 
to understand the phenomenon. But they look to that same analysis as con-
taining, somewhere, the progressive or emancipatory solution to its negative 
effects. To put it another way, the space-time transformation is still set on an 
established continuum upon which the dialectic unfolds, and if we can iden-
tify the specifics of the movement in its new context, then the way forward, or 
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the solution, be it resistance, organisation, consciousness-raising, or whatever, 
will reveal itself as a contradiction. To consider the transformation of time and 
space through the frame of digitality, however, gives a rather different perspec-
tive. Such diagnosis offers no immediate prognosis other than the realisation 
that a new approach, a new political economy, is called for. Digitality, being a 
new human relation with a new technological category, has deflected the dia-
lectic of postwar/Fordist modernity from its course, and so new explanations 
for the new sociotechnical context must be found. Two general statements of 
the problem are put forward here as the basis for an exploration of the trans-
formation of time and space that has constituted the present global economy of 
digitality. First is that through the aegis of a new technological category, digi-
tality transforms time and space, such that: digitality alienates, and automation 
facilitates. Time and space compression, an abstract concept to begin with, be-
comes something else through digital networks. It becomes the actualisation of 
Jacques Ellul’s ‘exclusion of man’ from the primeval relationship with technique 
and nature.11 A technologically-specific alienation is the effect: an alienation 
that maroons us in the post-modern condition of ‘relationlessness’, alienated 
not only from technique and nature, but also from our ancient analogue lega-
cies in culture, politics and economy.12 Second, and following from the first, is 
that the creation by capital of a digital time and space logic that shapes economy 
and society according to its own encoded and automated imperatives, leaves 
people, institutions, societies and cultures with a much-diminished capacity to 
affect the trajectory in any significant way.

Uneven and Combined Digitality in the  
Time-Space Global Economy

In his History of the Russian Revolution (1930), Leon Trotsky sought to extend 
the Marxist theory of uneven development.13 It was a theory first developed 
in 1910 by Rudolf Hilferding which declared that the early industrialising 
countries such as Britain, Germany and the US were able to gain competitive 
advantage over other countries, and were able to increase that lead over time, 
and so lock in their dominance as industrialisation grew and spread.14 Trotsky 
extended this idea into what he termed uneven and combined development. 
Here, those countries being developed through the importation of capital and 
technology from the advanced countries could ‘skip’ certain phases of devel-
opment that the advanced countries had already gone through. Moreover, a 
developed sector could exist alongside an underdeveloped or ‘backward’ sec-
tor inside the same country. This was a feature of the uneven characteristic. For 
Trotsky, this was also a contradiction. It could produce negative consequences 
for the emancipation of the working class, such as the creation of a power-
ful and indigenous capitalist stratum that could rule an emerging worker 
class that had had no opportunity to develop the institutions of solidarity and 
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resistance that had evolved in the advanced capitalisms. This process of une-
venness was nonetheless combined across a wider scale through the numerous 
interconnections between the developed and developing countries by way of 
the linkages created by capitalist expansion itself. These connections, Trotsky 
reasoned, could have a more positive effect upon working class consciousness 
and radicalisation through, for example, awareness of and inspiration from 
struggles in other parts of the world. This idea also gave substance to his more 
basic concept of ‘permanent revolution’.15 In his writings over the course of the 
1930s Trotsky sought to systematise this idea of uneven and combined capi-
talist expansion into a more formal economic ‘law’. It was Trotsky’s ambition 
to generalise this ‘law’ as a dialectic determining what he saw to be the ‘most 
general law of the [capitalist] historical process’ and an ideological counter to 
the rise of Stalinism and the ‘socialism in one country’ ideology promoted in 
that decade.16

It is not my intention here to subscribe to any law from within the social sci-
ences, from Trotsky, or from anyone else. I wish only to show how through an 
adaptation of Trotsky’s uneven and combined thesis, we can understand digi-
tality more clearly and see that it generates uneven manifestations across the 
world—and that these are all combined within a dominant techno-logic.

The mutation of accumulation expresses itself today in a new time-space 
relationship through a digitality that gives Harvey’s ‘spatial fix’ thesis another 
dimension. It will be remembered that the ‘spatial fix’ was Harvey’s term to 
theorise the way capital overcomes its overaccumulation problem by shifting 
excess capital to new geographic areas, new markets, zones of production, 
sources of raw materials and so on, to where it may be more profitably de-
ployed. It will be recalled, too, that Harvey, following Marx, saw that this was 
only a temporary ‘fix’, one that simply ‘transfers the contradictions [of accumu-
lation] to a wider sphere and gives them greater latitude.’17

Today, the ‘spatial fix’ takes on important post-classical and post-modern ar-
ticulations. This can be understood through an idea I have developed more fully 
elsewhere, which I term ‘outward-inward globalisation’.18 I will sketch it in out-
line here. As the term suggests, the ‘spatial fix’, facilitated by digitality, has given 
the logic of accumulation two directions of travel—outwards into the physical 
space of the world, much as it has done since the beginnings of capitalism, and 
inwards into the virtual space of society, to create new spaces of accumulation 
through the new industries and opportunities afforded by an ever-growing net-
worked sphere. Moreover, this ‘inwards’ logic is also able to colonise, through 
commodification, pre-existing spaces of society, entering areas of life that were, 
as Fredric Jameson put it, ‘hitherto sheltered from [the market] and indeed for 
the most part hostile to and inconsistent with its logic.’19 Let me now outline 
each direction of travel in its turn, before moving to a consideration of what I 
see to be the three salient manifestations of the global digital economy, which 
are service, manufacturing and platform capitalism. From there I will end with a 
reflection in the context of digitality upon what David Harvey, in his 2005 book 
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The New Imperialism, termed ‘accumulation by dispossession’—which he sees 
as (still) the major ‘feature of what contemporary capitalism is about.’20

Outward Globalisation

Much of the process of outward globalisation may be seen as ‘conventional’ 
in that it is capital expanding in the way, and for the reasons, that Harvey dis-
sected in his Postmodernity. As he puts it, the overaccumulation crises of West-
ern capital:

...can to some degree be interpreted, therefore, as a running out of those 
options to handle the overaccumulation problem.  ... As these Fordist 
production systems came to maturity, they became new  ... centres of 
overaccumulation. Spatial competition intensified between geographi-
cally distinct Fordist systems, with the most efficient regimes (such as 
the Japanese) and the lower labour-cost regimes (such as those found 
in [the] third world …) driving other centres into paroxysms of de-
valuation through deindustrialization. Spatial competition intensified, 
particularly after 1973, as the capacity to resolve the overaccumulation 
problem through geographical displacement ran out.21

Contemporary globalisation began in earnest when the deregulatory effects of 
the Washington Consensus began to be felt in the mid-to-late 1980s. Harvey’s 
‘geographical displacement’ had been going on for at least a decade prior to 
this time, with the first wave of Newly Industrialising Countries (NICs) such as 
Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan attracting much overaccumu-
lated capital from the developed countries in the form of Foreign Direct Invest-
ment (FDI).22 Such expansion is necessarily uneven, with the contingencies of 
politics, of previous imperial connections, of geo-strategic considerations, and 
of business opportunity all playing a role in deciding where and when capital 
gets invested. The inflow of capital to this first wave of NICs, as well as into the 
second wave that took off in the 1980s in Mexico, Brazil, China, India, Ma-
laysia, the Philippines, Thailand and Turkey, was uneven also in terms of the 
exportation of Western political values such as democracy. In the 1990s, leaders 
in countries from Singapore to Malaysia, and from India to China, were clear 
that the importation of neoliberal markets did not mean the importation of  
liberal democratic values. Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore, and Mahathir Mohamed 
of Malaysia, for example, were willing to take Western investment, but insisted 
on the pre-eminence of ‘Asian values’ as the guiding form of their modernisa-
tion programmes. In 1996 the Beijing Review could note with official Chinese 
Communist Party approval that ‘the Western model is not the only way to  
modernisation’.23 From the perspective of today it is clear that in China and 
India, to take the most consequential examples, Western liberal democracy 
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has gained little traction. China, with its one-party system, is openly hostile 
to liberalism whilst continuing to seek Western investment;24 and India, the 
vaunted ‘world’s largest democracy’, will enthusiastically take Western invest-
ment, whilst simultaneously constructing a Hindu-dominated nationalism 
or ‘Hindutva’ that is anything but Western or liberal in its political outlook.25 
Third-wave NICs such as Myanmar, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Vi-
etnam will also accept investment when they can get it, but they too pay lip 
service to human rights, anti-corruption strategies, and democratic norms and 
values, Western or otherwise.26

This unevenness in economic and political development is increasingly 
combined through mutual dependencies that are made possible through the 
information technology networks that made post-Fordist flexibilisation possi-
ble. Asian, European and North American capitalisms, the main sites of capital 
concentration, are deeply integrated through supply chains in manufacturing 
that criss-cross land, sea and air. Under construction since the 1970s, these 
supply chains have formed tightly-organised and complex systems of just-in-
time (JIT) scheduling of production and distribution that function around the 
world, around the clock. They shrink time and space for capital in a digital 
process that is being more deeply integrated every day through the speed and 
density of digital connection and interconnection. This networking is largely 
automatic in its infrastructure-building and maintenance and is propelled and 
shaped by the logic of the dominant neoliberal imperatives. Conceived initially 
by Toyota in Japan as an automobile production system that would minimise 
stock levels, free up warehousing space, and accelerate the speed of the produc-
tion process overall, JIT has become a metaphor for the economic system as a 
whole. It is the digitally-driven core of corporate control over global time and 
space. Businesses, economies and individuals are tied economically, culturally 
and psychologically to its logic to the extent that we now expect the benefits 
of its time-space shrinking ‘efficiencies’ in many aspects of daily life, such as 
avocadoes jetted in from Fijian farms to French supermarkets in January. But 
behind the mirage of externality-free efficiency, there is an ideological cost to 
JIT and the kind of world it makes possible. As Jeffrey Nealon argues in his 
Post-Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Just-in-Time Capitalism, ‘there’s 
no space of pure autonomy outside the dominant form of global economic 
organisation’, which is a neoliberal economic organisation. Nealon goes on to 
write with just a trace of sarcasm: ‘we swim in the same sea as everything else 
that has been “successful” over the last thirty years—[and so] theory is neo-
liberal, Microsoft is neoliberal, anti-retroviral drugs are neoliberal, even anti-
globalisation protests against neoliberalism are neoliberal in their own way.’27 
Cynicism aside, as a mode of control through a mode of production, this com-
bining of the unevenness of capitalist accumulation strategies through digital 
networks is unparalleled.

Financialisation is another powerful combiner of uneven economic processes 
that has ridden on the back of outward globalisation. It is also a comparatively 
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new phenomenon, and, like JIT, something made possible in the 1970s–80s 
through the combined affordances of networked computing and neoliberal glo-
balisation. Financialisation is accumulation through the growth of the financial 
services sector and the exponential array of financial instruments—contracts 
between parties that may be traded, modified and settled—that now constitute 
a leading edge of post-industrial capitalism. Today, ‘traditional’ banking and the 
financial services sector—which are often one and the same thing—constitute 
a volatile and precipitous form of accumulation, which is less about creating 
new wealth through the financing of the creation of new products and services 
by peopled businesses and industries, and more about what Costas Lapavitsas 
terms ‘profiting without producing’. Financialisation, according to Lapavitsas, 
has changed the landscape of traditional accumulation and has morphed into 
a digitalised logic that has ‘altered [the] behaviour of the fundamental agents 
of capitalist accumulation, including non-financial corporations, banks and 
workers. Finance has reshaped the activities of all three … resulting in new 
forms of profit.’28 In particular, financialisation reflects a growing asymmetry 
between production and the circulation of money. Here, through a sectoral 
concentration on the latter, Lapavitsas observes an inexorable:

rise of profits accruing through financial transactions, including new 
forms of profit that could even be unrelated to surplus value; this pro-
cess can be summed up as ‘financial expropriation’.29

This is money made from money: profit from speculation, from leveraging, 
bonds, shares, stocks, derivatives, interest rate fluctuations, currency ex-
changes and many other ‘instruments’—including accumulation from the in-
debtedness of workers and the poor across the world. This does not mean, 
however, that workers and the poor are able to be part of the financial system 
in ways that would provide stability and a source of income. Financialisation 
takes place within a closed system made up of a networked global elite with 
access to financial information and to algorithmic technology that squeezes 
profit from that information. Proprietary black-boxed automated systems 
work in closed loop circuits of buying and selling between banks, hedge funds, 
investment management companies and brokerage firms. The opaqueness of 
such a lucrative system is a problem not only for regulators around the world 
but also, ironically, for those with privileged entry to it and who must, on a 
daily basis, literally gamble through means of a little-understood logic. As 
Laura Lotti writes, ‘these [algorithmic] technologies operate at a temporal 
scale and degree of complexity inaccessible to the human perceptual system’.30 
Moreover, studies of algorithmic computing at the quantum scale indicate that 
‘certain things can be described finitely but cannot be decided and are there-
fore incomputable’. The logic of algorithmic processing at the level of scale 
and complexity found in the global financial sector, Lotti argues, is therefore 
essentially detached from material–physical reality, and ‘enjoy[s] a mode of 
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existence proper to [its] own being’.31 So not only do we lack sufficient under-
standing of how algorithmic financialisation works, but we fail to fully appre-
ciate that it is an alien logic, an ‘ontology of algorithmic objects’32 that exists 
as a growingly autonomous source of unpredictable and uncontrollable power 
that is far removed from the human-scaled analogue world of people and the 
realities they construct within it.

The objective of extracting profit from the financial money-go-round by 
means of algorithms that seek to compute and therefore determine the essen-
tially incomputable, ensures that the process will not run without problems. 
Ellen Ullman, programmer and author of the novel The Bug, has described 
this ‘code piled on code’ complexity as the basis for our individual and col-
lective disarticulation from the logic of digitality as it acts upon the world. 
She writes:

In some ways we’ve lost agency. When programs pass into code and 
code passes into algorithms and then algorithms start to create new al-
gorithms, it gets farther and farther from human agency. Software is 
released into a code universe which no one can fully understand.33

The Wall Street ‘Flash Crash’ of 6th May 2010 occurred when the algorithmic 
High Frequency Trading (HFT) system inexplicably glitched for around fifteen 
minutes, causing the Dow Jones Index to drop by 9 per cent, the biggest one-
day fall in its history up to that point. The system ‘recovered’ but the cause of 
the malfunctioning is still not fully known. What is known, at least by some, 
is that there is insufficient control over algorithmic capitalism. It is estimated 
that on average there are a dozen ‘mini-flash-crashes’ a day in the US part of 
the system alone.34 Moreover, in a move set only to increase algorithmic com-
plexity and unpredictability, some trading algorithms are now linked to news 
sites. And so in 2016 a reported comment by French Prime Minister Francoise 
Hollande that if the UK wanted a ‘hard Brexit’ it would get one triggered a sell-
ing spiral on the British Pound, which dropped by 6 per cent until automatic 
trading was halted manually.35

Digitality’s capacity for ‘expropriation through financialisation’36 is clear—as 
is its unevenness, with centres of accumulation in New York, London, Tokyo, 
Shanghai, and a handful of other cities soaking up the great proportion of profit 
generated. But this unevenness combines too, through planetary networks, 
causing virtual money to affect material reality. As Nancy Fraser put it, the 
system-effect ripples out from the virtual to the real and back again:

Affecting indebted peasants in the global South targeted for dispos-
session by corporate land grabs, workers in the global North forced to 
supplement low wages with consumer debt, and citizens everywhere 
subjected to austerity by states that are compelled in turn to act in the 
interest of investors by global financial institutions and bond markets...37
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The Global Financial Crisis (GFC) was triggered in 2008 by a collapse in the 
sub-prime housing market in the US. Many thousands of risky loans were made 
in the previous decade to a large stratum of the low-waged working class. These 
were re-packaged into financial instruments that were sold back into a global 
finance sector, there to circulate within connected exchanges and banks. These 
loans defaulted suddenly, and in waves. The financial system only just survived 
the effects. Less fortunate were the millions of people in the global South and 
North who lost homes, jobs and communities. They continue to be victims 
through various government austerity programs and cutbacks since 2008, and 
in their sufferings are but the latest consequence of outward globalisation. They 
enter the ranks of de-industrialised workers that began to form in the 1970s 
and keep growing today wherever new technology is able to automate or out-
source their skills and livelihoods to somewhere else. These are the discarded 
human material of outward globalisation, numbering millions, principally in 
the Anglosphere, in the migrant communities of France, and in the youth de-
mographics of Mediterranean Europe. They may be superfluous to the needs of 
classic globalisation, but they have a function within global–local digitality as 
expressions of networked culture and politics that undermine, or at least make 
problematic, the organising principles of modernity’s (and the West’s) tradi-
tions of liberal democracy.

Inward Globalisation

Much inward globalisation may be seen as unconventional as it represents a 
new form of accumulation through a new dimension of space: virtual space. 
I differentiate this globalisation from the material, physical process just dis-
cussed, because the virtual is above all an individuated and subjective space, 
a psychological space whose new reality we accept as if it were real: a ‘magic’ 
space we little understand or interrogate phenomenologically. Its ‘existence’ as 
reality tells us something about what Noel Castree called Harvey’s ‘geographi-
cal imagination’, and the consequences of what must frankly be described as a 
failure of imagination in his historical-geographical materialism.

After 1989, the Soviet Union and the ex-Warsaw Pact economies quickly 
embraced the global market, making it possible for capital to have fresh des-
tinations for investment and accumulation. China opened up shortly after 
Tiananmen Square, and that country would, by 2018, be the biggest host for 
Western foreign direct investment (FDI).38 But China presents a different eco-
nomic case to other destinations for FDI. It does so in two ways: first, the coun-
try is run by the Communist Party, and Western investment—and the terms 
of that investment—are strictly regulated. Moreover, a widespread culture of 
corruption makes for an investment climate in China that is fraught, far from 
straightforward, and always uncertain in terms of the political climate and how 
investment will fare over the mid- to longer term. This in itself is not unique, 
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but the central point, and what makes China different, is that as the Chinese 
economy itself has grown, and grown to become the second largest economy, 
by GDP, in the world, then its own domestic accumulation has been compelled 
to join global circuits of capital in the relentless search for new opportunities in 
always decreasing physical space.39

In Harvey’s logic, and in the context of subsequent post-1989 political and 
economic developments, it is reasonable to argue that a global and definitive 
crisis of accumulation should have occurred by now. That is to say, capitalism 
could have been expected to run critically short of the classical ways to make 
a profit, and serious cracks in the system would begin to show. The question is 
destined to remain a counterfactual one because of something that presents a 
significant problem for a materialist-based geographical imagination: virtual 
space emerged as an unanticipated space, a potentially unlimited space, not 
only for overaccumulated capital to enter, but also as the generator of vast new 
sources of accumulation. This is inward globalisation. This is the expansion of 
capital into the space of networked communication. Inward globalisation is 
also a colonisation of the existing spaces of society, into those realms, cognitive, 
material, cultural, where the cash-nexus of accumulation did not use to dwell 
but now can enter, impelled by the logic of market neoliberalism and empow-
ered by digital technology. What this development means is that in the context 
of Harvey’s spatialised thesis, there is no longer any notional or actual limit to 
capital in the way that he imagined it, and neither is there any notional or actual 
limit to the commodification of that networked space—or of the individuals 
who spend their lives within it.

The fact that virtual space has become a major, if not dominant, space for ac-
cumulation was illustrated by two events in 2018. First is that in early August, 
Apple became the first corporation to have a stock market valuation of one tril-
lion dollars. Part of its success was that it has sold over one billion iPhones since 
its launch in 2007, which is approximately three phones every second for eleven 
years. Second is that in the same month Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon, became 
the world’s richest man, with a net worth estimated at $156 billion, equivalent to 
around $20 for every person on Earth. Neither event would have been possible 
without the internet, and both in their different ways are major expressions of 
what the internet is and what it does. They create virtual space and monetise it. 
And they—alongside others such as Google, Facebook, Netflix and so on—are 
instrumental in the creation of what Mark Andrejevic calls the ‘digital enclosure’. 
This is an ‘interactive virtual space’ (between user and business) in which user 
activity becomes ‘encompassed by the monitoring embrace’ of the business.40 
Andrejevic speaks mainly of the dynamics of surveillance, but it is a surveillance 
capacity that expresses a power relationship that is oriented around the moneti-
sation of user activity. In this sense, virtual space is another way of seeing how 
Winseck’s concept of ‘direct commodification’41 is actually created and expanded.

Andrejevic’s metaphor of ‘enclosure’ is a useful way to think about virtual 
space, but it is also misleading in an important sense. He draws his metaphor 
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from the Enclosure Movement in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Brit-
ain, where large tracts of common land were privatised through the Enclosure 
Acts and given over to landlord–industrialists. The land of the commons was 
required for manufacturing capitalism; to transform it into sheep pasturage 
to provision the textile factories of the industrial revolution. In what became 
known as the ‘Highland Clearances’, enclosure not only privatised much of the 
ancient crofting farmland of the north of Scotland, but also expelled the people 
from that land.42 Millions of acres of common fields and common land passed 
into private holdings and their peoples were evicted and scattered to the new 
factories of the British industrial cities, or further to North America and Aus-
tralia.43 This was what Marx called ‘primitive accumulation’ and the ‘genesis of 
the industrial capitalist’.44

Virtual space may also be seen as a space of ‘primitive accumulation’ in that 
it secures and privatises the means of a new kind of production. However, An-
drejevic’s enclosure metaphor breaks down beyond this point. As just noted, 
people were expelled through commons enclosures; driven away to become 
wage-labour in the mills and factories, or to disappear through migration and 
transportation, never to be seen again. Virtual space, by contrast, was created as 
an enclosure, created as a privatised virtual space whose primary function was 
to be a space of accumulation. In this case, privatised space needs people to come 
to it and to stay for as long as possible. It’s an important distinction. The inter-
net was never a ‘commons’ with a distinct pre-history and culture. A Creative 
Commons has existed since 2001 as a non-profit web-based organisation set 
up to promote a user-collaborative approach to the web through tools and ap-
plications that are shareable, able to be built upon, and so forth. Ostensibly this 
is about collaboration, democracy, software-sharing and internet freedom. But 
Creative Commons depends upon a substantial capital grant from computer-
maker Hewlett-Packard. Tied to this corporate leash, Creative Commons, if not 
compromised, seems destined to remain at the margins of web life, which is 
presumably where the tech companies would like it to be. By funding it, Silicon 
Valley appears to promote diversity. Moreover, Creative Commons is itself a 
child of digitality and is therefore unlikely to reflect too critically upon digital 
logic or upon the deeper philosophical meanings of digital technology per se. 
Still, Andrejevic, Creative Commons, and many like them seek, in Andrejevic’s 
words, ‘to rehabilitate rather than write off the democratic potential of interac-
tive media’.45 Note the term ‘rehabilitate’. It means to ‘restore’ or ‘bring back to 
a former state’. But there is nothing in virtual space to apply these terms to. 
From its inception, the overwhelming space of the web was oriented towards 
the objective of production for exchange—what Vincent Mosco, as long ago as 
the momentous year 1989, called ‘cybernetic commodities’.46 Any ‘democratic 
potential’ in the web was mainly at the level of rhetoric, with the real potential 
always being about business.

And note the term ‘interactivity’. It is here that we can see the concrete expres-
sion of the business imperative at the heart of the web. Around 2004, so-called 
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‘Web 2.0’ became a brandable synonym for user-business interactivity. It is no 
exaggeration to say that the Web 2.0 discourse is what ‘saved’ the web from what 
threatened to be a niche/specialist obscurity after the 2000 dot.com crash. In 
the lead-up to the crash, a decade of hyperbolic promises had fuelled a bubble  
in NASDAQ stocks. From at least the time of Apple’s ‘1984’ ad, computing had 
entered public consciousness as the epitome of business efficiency and indi-
vidual productivity. Computers and the emerging internet were proclaimed 
and often seen as the solution to almost any problem: from education to civil 
society, and from Bill Gates’s ‘friction free capitalism’ to new forms of democ-
racy and community building.47 But the 1990s internet failed to deliver on any 
of these. Partly this was because the user base and technical infrastructure were 
not developed enough, and partly because the user base was not interactive 
enough with the owners of the internet—the corporations who had been busily 
creating the digital enclosure for over a decade.48

Web 2.0 was Silicon Valley’s response to the mortal threat that the dot.com 
crash represented to digital capitalism. The Valley’s Californian Ideology was 
tested by the loss of so much investment capital and the loss of face for so many 
of its tech-visionaries. However, now came a talented entrepreneur with an un-
derstanding of the power of language, especially metaphor in branding: Tim 
O’Reilly, a student of, and participant in, the Californian counterculture of the 
1970s. O’Reilly is credited with coining and copyrighting the ‘Web 2.0’ brand. 
Of the power of metaphor, he wrote: ‘A metaphor is just that: a way of framing 
the issues such that people can see something they might otherwise miss…’49 
Web 2.0 was to point out to people what they had missed in the previous it-
eration of the web: and that was that the web had to be profitable before any 
thoughts of making people free. O’Reilly blogged openly about it at the time, 
advertising a 2004 ‘Web 2.0 Summit’ in San Francisco, proclaiming that: ‘Web 
2.0 is our first “executive conference”—a conference aimed at business people, 
with the focus on the big picture.’50 He put it more bluntly a year later on his 
website:

Web 2.0 is the business revolution in the computer industry caused by 
the move to the Internet as a platform, and an attempt to understand the 
rules for success on that new platform.51

The Silicon Valley big picture and rule for success was interactivity, or in a more 
democratic-sounding register, the ‘participation’ of the user with the platform, 
the browser or the app. And it worked. Through a new ideological offensive 
and with the collaboration of the more far-sighted tech corporations who sur-
vived the crash, the people came and they interacted. This was not primar-
ily with each other as had been the case in the old days of Bulletin Boards 
and free Hotmail accounts, but with businesses such as Amazon who saw that 
the user was not just a customer, but also a source of information that could 
be harvested and aggregated and monetised in new and ever more integrated 
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ways. Although described by O’Reilly as a ‘new architecture for participation’, 
Web 2.0 did not involve any radical technical innovation.52 As Evgeny Morozov 
describes it, the rise of Web 2.0 was instead the effect of an ‘conceptual impe-
rialism’53 by Silicon Valley and its free market doctrinaires. It was done largely 
in order to change ideas around dangerously profit-free concepts such as open 
source software and ‘virtual communities’ and the ‘digital citizen’. For business, 
it was an overdue reboot along proper business lines about what software did 
and what it facilitated vis-à-vis the user and the web.

Web 2.0 interactivity is the instantiation of inward globalisation. It is a step-
change in attitude on the part of business, and shortly thereafter on the part of 
users who would in the main accept the web as efficient and convenient and as 
a form of progress. At root it was a Silicon Valley-inspired libertarian attitude 
that would soon spread around the world. We see it contained in the libertarian 
philosophy of Apple’s Steve Jobs, who, in words reminiscent of Tim O’Reilly’s 
quote above, expresses not only the core Valley belief of what constitutes ‘in-
teractivity’ or ‘participation’ but also its attitude towards people: ‘A lot of times, 
people don’t know what they want until you show it to them. That doesn’t mean 
we don’t listen to customers, but it’s hard for them to tell you what they want 
when they’ve never seen anything remotely like it.’54 As twenty-first-century 
digital life began to encompass more than a free Hotmail account and Google 
browser, it began to change user attitudes. It did so in a way that would permit 
Facebook, for example, to explode as a means of human communication, and 
to give the term ‘social media’ meanings far beyond what anyone thought in 
2004 when Mark Zuckerberg launched his application. This kind of interac-
tivity has brought ‘social’ and digital ‘media’ into a now almost synchronous 
communion with the cash-nexus, or monetisation. In other words, the logic 
of accumulation has been freighted from ‘media’ into ‘social’ in ways and to an 
extent undreamed of prior to the Web 2.0 reboot.

Beyond accumulation through labour and the harvesting of user data, the 
main vector for digital accumulation is advertising. The statement is almost ba-
nal, but it is an underappreciated fact. Digitality’s business model is largely de-
pendent upon advertising, and it is fairly well-known that algorithmic tracking 
by Google, Facebook, Uber, Amazon, etc. is the means through which technol-
ogy corporations keep ‘interactivity’ going—on their terms. However, the ef-
fects of the ‘soaking’55 of social life with advertising, as the practical application 
of the algorithmic business model, are much less understood or reflected upon.

Web 2.0-powered digitality has created a new relationship between advertis-
ing and the consumer. Through its capacity to make the process of significa-
tion infinitely penetrable, flexible and mutable, what Baudrillard termed the 
‘communicative function’ of the ‘commodity sign’ in capitalism has become a 
potent force for accumulation. Digitality creates the virtual spaces in which 
people think, work, relax, produce, consume and communicate with others. 
It creates an ‘atmosphere’ of capitalism. The advertising that accompanies the 
user through much of web life inserts and circulates more than commercial 
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signifiers among an exposed and largely receptive public. These signifiers are 
also enmeshed within a whole continuous web of social discourse (narratives) 
that have embedded the promotion of commodities into the very centre of late 
capitalist culture. This has the effect of marketising social intercourse generally 
and making ‘promotion’ the ‘cultural condition’ of our time. Drawing from the 
semiotic works of Baudrillard, Franco Berardi sees this development as the ar-
rival of ‘semio-capitalism’, a ‘capitalism founded on immaterial labor and the 
explosion of the info-sphere.’56 Semio-capitalism is perfectly suited to the web. 
Through it, time and space are digitally infiltrated by the commodity sign of 
promotion. Berardi again:

Technological transformations have displaced the focus from the sphere 
of the production of material goods towards the sphere of semiotic 
goods: the info-sphere. With this, semio-capital becomes the general 
form of the economy. The accelerated creation of surplus value depends 
on the acceleration of the info-sphere. The digitalization of the info-
sphere opens the road to this kind of acceleration.57

Contrast this with the commodity sign processes of analogue (print media) 
capitalism. Walter Ong wrote that the word in print media is fixed in time and 
space—on a page, a billboard, a shop window.58 We can see it or not, engage 
with it or not, and it is a matter of chance whether the scattergun release of the 
print media advertising reaches us or not. Moreover, in print culture, the word 
is a semi-abstracted and semi-alienated ‘thing’ that one has to learn and con-
sciously engage with if it is to fulfil its function of knowledge and literacy. Ong 
also noted that the sign ‘releases [the] unheard-of potentials of the word’.59 This 
is an important observation. The digitalising of the word and sign, and their 
insertion and circulation into the web life of the user, means that there is no 
way of not seeing, no way of not having to engage, if only to delete, and no way 
to avoid the algorithmic targeting of advertisements through profiles compiled 
from user history. Literacy with the digital sign, unlike literacy with the printed 
word, is a form of non-literacy, or illiteracy—in that whereas literacy connotes 
a form of control over the sign, this is something that digitality does not offer. 
There is little or no control over the commodity sign within semio-capitalism. 
It bombards and envelops us. And like the fish in water, we don’t know we are 
wet. There is a learned acceptance of what appears, to unassuming ‘digital na-
tives’ at least, as the natural state of advertisements at every turn. And this digi-
tally created non-recognition, or non-realisation, is an aspect of our alienation, 
of our ‘relation of relationlessness’ with sign and word through digitality. As 
Berardi puts it, the advertising component of digitality is ‘the anthropologically 
constitutive – and hence insuperable – character of alienation.’60

In this context it should be no surprise that we are able to create, and view 
as relatively unproblematic, a social world where not only are there diminish-
ing spheres that the commodity principle cannot reach, but also that there is 
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nothing that is not at least in theory vulnerable to commodification. Michael 
Sandel mused on ‘moral limits of the market’ in his 2012 book, What Money 
Can’t Buy, with a bullet-point list of what it now will. A random selection:

•	A prison cell upgrade: $82 per night. In Santa Ana, California, and some 
other cities, nonviolent offenders can pay for better accommodations—a 
clean, quiet jail cell, away from the cells for nonpaying prisoners …

•	Rent out space on your forehead (or elsewhere on your body) to display com-
mercial advertising: $777. Air New Zealand hired thirty people to shave 
their heads and wear temporary tattoos with the slogan “Need a change? 
Head down to New Zealand.”

•	If you are a second grader in an underachieving Dallas school, read a book: 
$2. To encourage reading, the schools pay kids for each book they read.61

Mutated accumulation has transformed the capitalism of old. It is now a 
changed organism with an adapted fitness for a new environment. Through 
digitality, capitalism has the power to colonise the outward and inward physical 
realms of the world in ways that were impossible under analogue capitalism. 
And virtual space is an infinite space of accumulation through which capitalism 
is able to create a space more closely reflecting its logic and needs in ways that a 
generation ago would have seemed like science fiction. To finish this part, I will 
consider how the uneven and combined outward–inward–virtual dynamic has 
re-shaped capitalism’s formal and commodity-producing expressions through 
service, manufacturing and platform capitalism. I will then consider how digi-
tal accumulation turns upon its head the logic that David Harvey terms ‘accu-
mulation by dispossession’—a classical form of accumulation that we find in the 
writings of Marx, and also in the metaphor of the ‘digital enclosure’ put forward 
by Andrejevic to argue that the classical form had continued into the digital 
context. What operates now, I suggest, is dispossession by accumulation, a far-
reaching effect of the mutation of accumulation that renders more problematic 
than before the exploitative logic of capitalism.

Service, Manufacturing and Platform Capitalism as Regimes of 
Uneven and Combined Digital Accumulation

Digitality functions and dominates by way of three unevenly-spread articu-
lations of the accumulation logic: service, manufacturing and platform. The 
first two are digitalised mutations of earlier iterations, and the last is wholly 
new. However, they all combine through a digital logic that motivates and 
activates accumulation on an integrating global-networked scale. Service, 
manufacturing and platform capitalism are networked but are not, of course, 
completely automated. They are peopled by the workers of the world who 
function simultaneously as producers and consumers. They more-or-less62 
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suffer the appropriation of their material or immaterial labour as producers 
and consumers—and they experience this appropriation to a greater-or-lesser 
degree, depending upon the sector they work in and the objective political 
conditions in the country and economy that is ‘their’ part of the global digital  
economy. All, again, more-or-less, inhabit digital–political spaces that are either 
actively neoliberal or passively market-dependent. This affects how an other-
wise generalised and combined process of expropriation occurs in the lives of 
people where they live. And it produces kaleidoscopic post-modern articula-
tions. So, for example, a manufacturing worker—say, a Foxconn worker mak-
ing iPhones on a Zhengzhou production line—would have more in common 
with a platform worker—say a Deliveroo rider in London—by way of levels of 
exploitation, than each would with a salaried insurance (service) worker with 
Dai-Ichi Life in Tokyo, or a skilled manufacturing worker in a Boeing hangar 
in Everett, Washington.

Service capitalism now dominates the Western model of accumulation. Al-
ways a large component, it burgeoned to primacy as a restructuring effect of 
the de-industrialisation process of the 1980s and 1990s. During this period, 
much manufacturing capacity either vaporised due to exposure to globalised 
competition or was relocated to zones in Asia or Central or South America. 
And, like capitalism more broadly, the services sector has become subject 
to flexibilisation. This has meant adaptation to a more customer-centred en-
vironment. There are echoes here of the Web 2.0 strategy discussed earlier, 
in which the value of ‘closeness’ with the customer is set at a premium. In 
the context of the peopled service economy, this evolved into the so-called 
‘service-product continuum’ whereby the consumer engages with a service 
that can be a product, and a product that can also be a service, with either 
able to be furnished online or offline. It is a business logic that permeates the 
vast service sector in the advanced economies in health, education, distribu-
tion, retail and so on. The establishment (by the business) of a ‘relationship’ 
between business and customer is the strategic objective of the service-
product continuum, with the chief purpose being the extraction of on-going 
value from the connection. For example, the purchase of a product such as 
a holiday, a smartphone, a bunch of flowers, or almost anything, will likely 
be accompanied by a continuing service connection in the form of loyalty 
discounts, product upgrades, customer advice services, insurance, warranty 
options, etc., all designed to bring the customer closer to the business and 
to insert, as much as possible, a durable and continuing cash-nexus into the 
relationship. Digitalisation automates and empowers the process and makes 
more intimate, in a Web 2.0 way, the relationship that the service economy 
seeks to establish. Moreover, being subject to digitalisation and the forms of 
expropriation that it brings, the ‘relationship’ is, by its very nature, instru-
mental. This is a useful point to consider. From the business perspective, the 
logic of instrumentalisation would suggest that services should be increas-
ingly digitalised and automated, and spread to wherever possible in order 
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to save transaction costs and to extract more value. But from the customer 
perspective, there appear to be limits, at least as far as the service sector goes. 
The intrinsic value of the person-to-person relationship, be it face-to-face in 
a physical store or online through a ‘customer chat’ service, is still consid-
ered important by many customers. What this means is that attempts to force 
through the automation principle through chat bots, through spam mail, or 
through automated check-outs in stores, check-ins at airports, cashless trans-
actions at point-of-sale, etc., tend to generate customer dissatisfaction and 
thus far have tended to signal potential lines of resistance to untrammelled 
automation of the vast service sector.63 Having said that, the planned imple-
mentation of driverless cars and trucks and trains and even aeroplanes, to 
name just a few of the major service sector industries, indicates that there 
is no let-up in the automation and roboticisation logic. Nonetheless, service 
capitalism soaks up the labour of the majority of the working populations 
of the developed economies and is also a highly digitalised sector that uses 
the facilitating power of the network to bring worker and customer together 
within the virtual context of atmospheric or active-direct commodification.

In 2010 China displaced the US as the centre of world manufacturing ca-
pacity.64 This fact is indicative of the classical outward globalisation movement 
discussed above, but the bigger picture is complex and shifting. Manufacturing 
evolves and takes differing forms—from electronics to automobiles, and from 
consumer goods such as fridges to capital goods such as machine and robot 
manufacture. And the political picture is multifaceted, too. Some countries, 
such as Germany, are relatively protective of their manufacturing sector.65 Oth-
ers, such as the US under the Trump administration, seek a return to a mythical 
‘golden age’ state of strength and vigour based upon that sector. But just-in-
time flexibilisation, as with the services sector, has had a generally uniform 
effect upon manufacturing in terms of the neoliberalisation of its relations of 
production. Once the leading sector of skilled, secure and rising wages in the 
developed economies during the post-war ‘golden age’, manufacturing has un-
dergone a transmutation to become a globalised sector connected by supply 
chains of pervasive just-in-time processes rationalised through the ideology of 
‘efficiency’ that translates into on-going strategies to automate and/or imple-
ment increasing worker flexibility wherever possible. In the space of a couple of 
decades, manufacturing in the West has become a very different occupation in 
a very different society. Over roughly the same period, manufacturing arrived 
in the export processing zones of China, Mexico and elsewhere as a newly-
minted neoliberal form, of which its newly-minted manufacturing workers 
would have had little or no experience. Nor would they have the historically-
learned capacity to be able to resist its demands. Using Trotsky’s formulation, 
we can see that such FDI-led manufacturing was able to ‘skip’ phases of so-
cial-political development in many countries that may otherwise have fostered 
worker class consciousness and the organisations that would reflect it. Moreo-
ver, where such organisation tries to emerge, in countries such as China, it was 
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and continues to be repressed, or else simmers in ongoing conflict between 
workers and management.66

These combined articulations of globalised manufacturing under the neo-
liberal relations of production were, at least in hindsight, predictable. Once 
more, this is capitalism doing what capitalism does. Also inevitable in the neo-
liberalisation and globalisation of the manufacturing sector is a three-decades 
long stagnancy in working class wages, and not just in the manufacturing sec-
tor, but across all economic spheres. The US is seen as the lead indicator here. 
In 2015 the Economic Policy Institute (EPI) estimated that ‘The U.S. middle 
class had $17,867 less income in 2007 because of the growth of inequality 
since 1979’.67 Another EPI Report from 2018 made the same point from a dif-
ferent angle when it noted that : ‘A full-time minimum wage worker in 1968 
would have earned $20,600 a year (in 2017 dollars) [whereas] a worker paid 
the federal minimum wage would have only earned $15,080 working full time 
in 2017.’68 Moreover, general accumulation for capital is boosted further if it is 
considered that outsourced and new investment manufacturing capacity in the 
NICs is predicated upon wage-rates that are even lower. And there is a further 
business dividend with increases in worker productivity though both labour 
flexibility and automation—and not just in the US, but wherever manufactur-
ing takes place.69

The spectre of automation, as a total solution, looms over manufacturing 
much more than it does over services. So pervasive and so transformative is 
the potential effect for capitalism as a whole, that it is difficult to find settled 
opinion in economic-pundit and investment circles on what it means in terms 
of jobs lost (and created) due to the excising of the human component in pro-
duction through automation. This is in the nature of digitality. Moreover, capi-
talism’s transformed relationship with time and space means that predictions of 
social-economic effects over even five years into the future are fraught. McKin-
sey Global Institute (MGI), for example, the consultancy firm that advises busi-
nesses on investment strategies, published a report in 2017 which found that:

…half the activities people are paid to do globally could theoretically 
be automated using currently demonstrated technologies. Very few 
occupations—less than 5 percent—consist of activities that can be 
fully automated. However, in about 60 percent of occupations, at least 
one-third of the constituent activities could be automated, implying 
substantial workplace transformations and changes for all workers.70

The report then goes on to ideologise this fairly neutral phraseology with the 
kind of confirmation bias that businesses like to hear:

The relative cost of automation can be modest compared with the value 
it can create. The types and sizes of investment needed to automate will 
differ by industry and sector. For example, industries with high capital 
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intensity that require substantial hardware solutions to automate and 
are subject to heavy safety regulation will likely see longer lags between 
the time of investment and the benefits than sectors where automation 
will be mostly software based and less capital-intensive. For the former, 
this will mean a longer journey to breakeven on automation investment. 
However, our analysis suggests that the business case can be compelling 
regardless of the degree of capital intensity.71

As to effects upon employment, the report adopts a neutral tone again:

People will need to continue working alongside machines to produce 
the growth in per capita GDP to which countries around the world as-
pire. Our productivity estimates assume that people displaced by auto-
mation will find other employment.72

McKinsey’s research is typical of the general trend. Basing their conclusions on 
little more than recent industrial and economic indicators, and filtering them 
through a neoliberal discourse that equates new technology, especially auto-
mation, with productivity and profitability, economists and consultancies thus 
prod businesses forward to automate or die. Any secondary externalities, such 
as job losses, are given short shrift, as in the comment just cited, or are assumed 
to somehow work themselves out. And so, reading the signals and hearing the 
discourse, businesses naturally look towards automation as the solution and 
therefore automate. Aggregated numbers are difficult to find, but the Inter-
national Federation of Robotics (IFR) estimates that the growth of industrial 
robots, the kind that are installed in automobile, electronics and white goods 
assembly lines, has averaged 15% per year over 2006–16, and that 254,000 new 
machines were installed in 2016. Forward trends suggest that there will be 
400,000 installed in 2019—a number not so far short of the current combined 
US workforce of analogue-age behemoths General Motors (180,000) and Gen-
eral Electric (313,000).73

The largest corporation in the world in terms of number of employees is Fox-
conn, the Chinese-owned maker of electronics, computer chips, and notably 
the iPhone. Foxconn’s 2017 annual report gives the number of its employees as 
803,126.74 Chairman Terry Gou sees his vast workforce as too large for an in-
dustry that is the archetype for automation suitability, and was quoted in 2018 
as saying, ‘If we can’t change, we’ll be left behind’.75 However, Foxconn has been 
at the forefront of automation for some years. In 2016 the BBC reported that 
it had already ‘replaced 60,000 factory workers with robots.’76 The company is 
pushing as fast as it can to fulfil its strategic objective to automate as much as 
of its workforce as possible, with the Chairman seeking to install one million 
robots in Foxconn factories by 2020, a feat that would make redundant much, 
if not most, of its current human capital.77 Whether it will achieve this is a 
moot point, and earlier targets for automation were not reached. But failure 
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was not due to lack of will by the company, or to resistance from the Chinese 
government or worker agitation, but to the simple logistics of finding the right 
robot for the job. And so Foxconn’s quest continues, with the corporation rais-
ing four billion dollars in 2018 to fund its next round of automation. We can 
see that predicting the general direction for the future is a fairly safe bet as far as 
Foxconn are concerned. And automation will be the future for manufacturing 
more broadly as the Foxconn’s chairman’s fear of being ‘left behind’ asserts itself 
as the default psychology of the sector.

McKinsey tell us in the quote above that ‘in about 60 percent of occupations, 
at least one-third of [their] constituent activities could be automated’. This in-
dicates that it’s not only the low-waged and low-skilled whose working future 
is under the shadow of the robot, but the high-waged and high-skilled too. The 
future is here already. Bots now write copy for publications such as Forbes.
com and the Washington Post (owned by Amazon) where writing, once the 
task of the journalist in areas such as sports reporting, company earnings state-
ments, weather reports and so on are now routinely generated automatically by 
an algorithm.78 And in high schools, universities and in MOOC courses, the 
automation of many academic tasks such as marking, lectures (through on-
demand video) and librarianship (via digital libraries) has been underway for 
some years. And on YouTube you can watch a robot suturing a grape with all 
the skill and tenderness of a practiced surgeon.

When they sounded the alarm about the employment dangers of automa-
tion, Norbert Wiener and Jacques Ellul could probably have fairly accurately 
imagined an increasingly automated manufacturing sector such I have just de-
scribed. Moreover, Wiener was more forthright than the ethics-free McKinsey 
report. In his 1954 work Human Use of Human Beings, he inserted a warning:

Let us remember that the automatic machine, whatever we think of any 
feelings it may have or may not have, is the precise economic equivalent 
of slave labor. Any labor which competes with slave labor must accept 
the economic conditions of slave labor. It is perfectly clear that this will 
produce an unemployment situation, in comparison with which the 
present recession and even the depression of the thirties will seem a 
pleasant joke.79

In the 1950s it would have been difficult for anyone to imagine something like 
the platform economy. Platform capitalism combines the crudest as well as the 
most sophisticated forms of human exploitation and accumulation to date. Its 
app-based logic is able to encompass registers of life that heretofore were out-
side the scope of where the market could penetrate. Platform capitalism aids 
new possibilities for exploitation, accumulation and rentierism80 in wholly new 
spheres, and so constitutes the leading technological edge of inward globalisa-
tion. Platform capitalism is able to draw broad swathes of society into its logic. 
This includes the unemployed and the under-employed who are transformed 
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thereby into a precariat dependent upon the app and the contract weighted in 
favour of the intermediary. I touched on the current manifestations of platform 
capitalism at the beginning of this book. This was in reference to a report by the 
Data and Society Institute and its research on the ‘algorithmic management’ of 
a highly flexible labour force, and what I referred to as ‘automated exploitation’. 
Here I will look at its cruder, as well as its more sophisticated, aspects in some 
more detail. In combination, these attributes form the parameters of a new 
kind of capitalism, a ‘new business model’81 as Nick Srnicek calls it, in that they 
not only extend the frontiers of accumulation, but also reorient legacy forms 
of accumulation such as service and manufacturing ever more closely toward 
the hyper-flexibility and profitability of the platform model. Through platform 
capitalism, in other words, the mutation of accumulation spreads throughout 
the whole domain of accumulation in uneven but combined ways.

Platform capitalism is crude in that it disrupts legacy forms of accumula-
tion with rapidly-developed and implemented automaticity that—through the 
app ecology—leaves existing businesses, legislators and workers little time to 
reflect on and react to the new facts on the ground. This is the Silicon Valley 
model, of course, and has its mantra in Mark Zuckerberg’s boast that successful 
businesses such as his have to ‘move fast and break things’. We see this in early 
platform capitalism’s ride-sharing company Uber, a company that is claimed to 
engage in ‘regulatory arbitrage’, using loopholes in local laws concerning busi-
ness practices that are ruthlessly exploited through the new capabilities of digi-
tal technology.82 Uber is able to establish a physical–virtual presence by acting 
as the intermediary between driver and passenger, using its app to dramatically 
lower the cost of transaction. This is achieved largely through the exploitation 
of the driver, and by being able to control production inputs, such as vehicle, 
fuel and maintenance, by loading them on to the driver, and so not having to 
acquire property rights over those inputs.

The crudity of moving fast to break existing industrial paradigms can per-
haps be better illuminated through the use of a metaphor. The platform inter-
mediary may be seen as a hammer shattering a windscreen. The windscreen 
does not collapse upon impact but turns opaque and is held together by the 
millions of tiny cracks and fissures themselves. The weak, fragile and fissured 
windscreen is the platform model, but it stands also for a large part of digital 
society more broadly. The spaces of its cracks are colonised by networks that 
insert themselves between the shattered fragments, connecting the fragments 
yet keeping them apart. Workers are those fragments, isolated from each other 
yet forming a shattered totality, something whole but broken, something on 
the brink of collapse, and something unable to be put back together because 
the impact of the hammer causes an irreversible metamorphosis in the struc-
ture as a whole. The social disaster of fragmentation, however, is obscured by 
the ideology of the hammer-wielder that sees fragmented labour as ‘free’ la-
bour, individual peer-to-peer actors with ‘choice’, or as independent contrac-
tors who enter freely into an agreement. Indeed, some platform workers even 
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see themselves as ‘entrepreneurs’, thereby exhibiting a kind of digital Stockholm 
syndrome that leads many, no matter how poor and powerless, to identify with 
a Travis Kalanick, an Elon Musk, or a Peter Thiel.83

Platform capitalism is sophisticated in that it is able to draw upon the skills, 
knowledge and entrepreneurship of a present-day computing culture that is 
descended from the US military-industrial complex of the 1950s. Today, how-
ever, it is a globalised culture that has the added ideological advantages of neo-
liberalism, libertarianism, and a worldwide pool of talent to supercharge this 
essentially science-based endeavour underpinning accumulation. The US still 
has many economic and technology-infrastructural advantages: it is the largest 
economy in the world; it has the deepest concentration of computer R&D in the 
world; it has some of the largest (and most highly computer-sophisticated) mil-
itary contractors in the world; and it has some of the biggest, and most largely 
computer-dependent, financial services in the world with which to fund this 
activity. However, as the political scientist Daniel Abebe puts it: ‘no country’s 
infrastructure is more dependent on computer systems, and thus more vulner-
able to attack, than that of the United States’.84 Accordingly, the US devotes 
more resources than any other country—more than Russia and China—to 
R&D to strengthen its cyberwarfare defensive and countermeasure capacities. 
Digitality thus has the force of a central strategic imperative of the world’s most 
powerful military and economy underpinning it.85

Computer R&D evolves in large part through specific political–military 
considerations—in the US and elsewhere. This has the inevitable effect of 
ratcheting up the need for ever-more powerful computers and sophisticated 
applications. And the tech companies are part of this. This may be as a partner 
in clandestine cyberwarfare in the often-opaque relations86 that the biggest tech 
companies preserve with governments; or this may be as victims of hackers 
stealing their commercial secrets; or as the target of malware attacks for com-
mercial or ideological reasons. Defensive measures, for tech companies and 
governments, drive the constant need for more sophistication, more comput-
ing power. And, as noted, the military–industrial complex is no longer the US-
centric culture or discourse that evolved solely to develop computing power 
to defeat the Cold War enemy. It is now a global culture that sees computing, 
technical expertise, entrepreneurship, greed, jealousy, fear, paranoia and hubris 
swirl and interpenetrate between many governmental and private sector enti-
ties. This instrumental culture of computation is enhanced by well-established 
connections in the university system—again not just in the US, but across the 
major developed economies. For example, university-derived psychological in-
sight into computer-user experience has applications in advertising as much 
as it does in adopting countermeasures against Islamic jihadists. The lure of 
government research funding means that many university disciplines will seek 
to adapt their specialisms to computational ‘solutions’ to any number of appli-
cations. Semiotics, critical thinking, political science, political communication, 
journalism, media and communications and cultural studies are just some of 
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the disciplines through which the logic of the digital is now filtered and di-
rected towards economy and society—and then employed in the service of ever 
more sophisticated means of accumulation.

It is clear that digitality suffuses economy and society from top to bottom: 
from the traditional sectors of services and manufacturing to the wholly net-
worked sector of the platform. Accumulation is still the original and continu-
ing objective for capitalism. But this is an accumulation logic that has mutated 
and displays new fitnesses and capacities. This realisation takes us back to the 
question posed at the beginning of this section: exactly what kind of accumula-
tion is this?

In The New Imperialism, David Harvey brought his brand of historical-
geographical materialism to bear upon the ‘territorial logic’ of global capital as 
it acts in the twenty-first century, with the US being the leading exemplar.87 Har-
vey characterises this new logic as ‘accumulation by dispossession’, and devotes 
a good deal of his book describing how this unfolds in time and over space. In 
many ways, as Harvey sees it, accumulation by dispossession is the continua-
tion of the classical process of Marx’s ‘primitive accumulation’ which involves, 
amongst other things, the removal of peasants from their lands to make way for 
factories and export processing zones in NICs such as Mexico, China and India; 
or it involves the destruction of jobs with relative impunity by businesses free 
to relocate to wherever the highest returns on investment can be made. But for 
Harvey the new imperialism also incorporates some ‘cutting edge’ aspects that 
give the accumulation process ‘a wholly new mechanism’.88 The first is privatisa-
tion. This is dispossession by sale of public assets such as water, power, public 
land, telecoms, government services, and so on. This functioned as the model 
for significant dispossession in the Anglophone capitalisms. It then grew to 
become neoliberalism’s ideological standard across the world during the 1980s 
and 1990s.89 Second was dispossession through the privatisation and marketi-
sation of specific areas of knowledge where it pertains to the commons of bio-
heritage, such as through the licensing of genetic materials and the sequencing 
of the human, animal and plant genomes for commercial purposes.90 These are 
certainly ‘new mechanisms’; however, they are simply extensions of the classical 
form. What Harvey describes is the accumulation logic taking the lead, through 
what Marx termed the ‘antagonistic character of accumulation’.91 This is capital 
acting as it has always done, since at least the time of the Industrial Revolution, 
actively seeking out new spaces for accumulation which have almost always in-
cluded dispossession of some kind. It is dispossession through traditional means, 
be they ideological or ontological. To his credit, all this is well-documented in 
The New Imperialism, and Harvey accurately reflects the continuing travel of 
the classical accumulation mode as an aspect of contemporaneous globalisa-
tion. And his many readers would have learned much about how accumulation 
by dispossession, much like the logic underpinning the case of the Enclosure 
Movement in eighteenth-century Britain, continues today at the human scale 
and through those remaining material–analogue means.
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But Harvey argues that his ‘accumulation by dispossession’ is the central ‘fea-
ture of what contemporary capitalism is about’.92 The use of the term ‘contem-
porary capitalism’ in 2005 is suggestive. In a book of political economy and the 
time–space compression, one would expect that such contemporary analysis 
would feature a major incorporation of the shaping effects of the networked 
economy and society.93 However, it is peculiar that writing over a decade and a 
half after the publication of Postmodernity Harvey still has little or nothing to 
say about information technologies and their transformative effect upon capi-
talism and the world more broadly. His use of the term ‘imperialism’ in the title 
of the book as its analytical descriptor is also a reminder of his predilection for 
not going much beyond classical Marx for his theoretical cues. The New Im-
perialism mentions the ‘internet’ only twice, and in passing; ‘communication’ 
is written about in its generic sense; and the term ‘digital’ does not appear at 
all. The downgrading of the importance of information technology evidently 
persists, and so Harvey is able to tell only a part of the story of contemporary 
capital accumulation. Not only that, he omits the most important—and actu-
ally ‘contemporary’—part.

Digitality has not only created a form of accumulation that may one day 
eclipse classical accumulation strategies as the dominant form, but it also re-
verses the classical logic, thus making it truly revolutionary. Under digitality, 
the accumulation logic does not precede the act of dispossession, but rather 
the act of dispossession precedes accumulation. Dispossession by accumulation 
functions as a form of dispossession that has already occurred through creation 
of virtual space itself. This is because virtual space is privatised space and was 
conceived of as such by the owners and controllers of the infrastructural tech-
nologies that make networked space possible. It was a commons (or a poten-
tial commons) only in the sanguine theories of early techno-utopians such as 
Howard Rheingold.94 Dispossession comes first in the networked space, a space 
born as instrumental and oriented toward accumulation. Such dispossession 
comes with the potentials of sharing, of commonality, of democracy-building 
coded out of it, and with the atmospheric or active configurations of commodi-
fication coded in.

Coming ‘pre-dispossessed’ to the space of the network society means that us-
ers are already at a disadvantage vis-à-vis the digital sphere. Users come to the 
space not by ‘free’ choice, but for a range of more compelling reasons, such as 
the requirements of work or education, or peer-pressure, a ‘fear-of-missing-out’ 
factor that features in many a migration to social media.95 When users enter the 
digital sphere, they perforce are dispossessed of the capacities of analogue tech-
nique; they are dispossessed through alienation from the analogue world and 
its analogue essence that they share; are dispossessed by their removal from the 
analogue human scale of the world; and are dispossessed of the analogue time 
and space that frames that world. The accumulation logic does not lead, as in 
the classical model, to the point where capital scours the planet for opportuni-
ties for accumulation. Digital accumulation is framed by an atmosphere, a logic 
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that resides inside the virtual space itself, ready and waiting for users who come 
to it. Consequently, the digital dispossessed will not feel the pangs of dispos-
session that a peasant farmer would feel as victim of a corporate land-grab, for 
example. Digital dispossession is of a different order, because digital accumula-
tion represents a new form of capitalism. Digital accumulation is not, therefore, 
a new ‘mechanism’—a telling label employed by Harvey—but a radical coercive 
force, where its movement and effect, its process and its continuity, to para-
phrase Silvia Estévez, are an invisible and magical process of accumulation that 
we are yet to fully grasp or understand as users.96

I have striven to show that the digitalised economy is more than a computer-
enhanced process of efficiency for the logic of accumulation, something equiv-
alent to the introduction of the Fordist production line, or the containerisation 
of the shipping industry. Digitality has given accumulation a capacity and char-
acteristic that is very different from the ‘antagonistic’ essence, as Marx called it, 
that was part of its Industrial Age DNA. Accumulation logic has mutated, and 
through the digital interface has upturned accumulation by dispossession into 
dispossession by accumulation. This is accumulation almost by stealth through 
means that obscure the dispossession and disguise the antagonism; accumula-
tion in a context where dispossession has already occurred. Digital technology 
and digital networks have created an entirely new economic sector, platform 
capitalism, which represents accumulation at its most exploitative and alienat-
ing. Platform capitalism is the model for the future; its techniques are applied 
wherever possible in service and manufacturing, and digitality has transformed 
these sectors too. The mutation of accumulation is largely undertheorised and 
so has evolved largely unnoticed. Partly this is because the influential and 
Marxism-inspired left, such as Fraser, Harvey and Streeck, fatally weaken what 
are often penetrating analyses by ignoring the digital. And media theory, a dis-
cipline born only relatively recently and with a chip on its shoulder in respect 
of its intellectual legitimacy, has tended to be inward-looking and legitimacy-
seeking, and tends to produce micro-epistemes of theory that achieve little be-
yond its immediate spheres. Again, much good work is stifled, this time by the 
lack of an overtly political dimension.

This is a problem, not simply for the left, be it Marxism-inspired or other-
wise, but for the project of emancipation itself. An economy that alienates and 
exploits to the extent that a digitally-powered capitalism does, demands that to 
be able to resist it, we need first to be able to identify it and theorise it. Digital-
ity is producing a qualitatively different economy, and so we must recognise 
it as such, and we must prioritise it as such. This means that we must think 
about political economy in a different way. A mutated form of accumulation 
that is seemingly non-antagonistic makes for a powerful mode of exploitation. 
And the double-alienation from analogue technique and the analogue world 
by digital logic makes recognition of this fact even more difficult. Gramsci’s 
pessimism of the intellect can be a paralysing condition for theorists and for 
activists, causing them to turn to other fields such as identity politics or media 
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archaeology. To combat this proclivity we need to remember the ancient pow-
ers of reason and of logic when fused with politics. Raymond Williams un-
derstood that more politics could be the necessary intellectual palliative in the 
face of seemingly insuperable political problems. In his Politics and Letters, he 
responded to a long question about Dickens’s novel Hard Times and its context 
of industrial society with the soul-restoring line:

however dominant a social system may be, the very meaning of its dom-
ination involves a limitation or selection of the activities it covers, so 
that by definition it cannot exhaust all social experience, which there-
fore always potentially contains space for alternative acts and alternative 
intentions which are not yet articulated as a social institution or even 
project.97

The next section on culture and society both illuminates and complicates the 
problems of digitality. It is necessary to give particular focus to these domains, 
because the capitalist dynamic involves a relationship between social being and 
social activity, and consciousness. The current hegemony of digital as vector for 
globalisation inevitably impinges upon the non-static formations of culture, of 
politics, and of society more generally. Here there is much darkness, but also 
light, and so it is to these constituting features of our post-modern time–space 
that we must turn.
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