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“The goal-determining activity of capital can only be that of growing wealthier, i.e. of magnification, of increasing itself. […] The labour which stands opposite capital is alien labour, and the capital which stands opposite labour is alien capital. The extremes which stand opposite one another are specifically different. […] Where they relate to one another […] negatively, as in the case of money, it becomes madness; madness, however, as a moment of economics and as a determinant of the practical life of peoples. […] the real not-capital is labour”.


—Karl Marx


This book is dedicated to the worldwide new working class of activists that struggles for justice and against capitalism.
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1. Introduction: The Crisis of Capitalism


Voices of Occupy activists:




•  On capitalism: “For me, the Occupy movement is one important part of the catalyst which will bring change to this corporate/political bloodsucking system that is bleeding us all dry” (#386).


•  On activism: “My impression is that the growing population of young (20-30) people with very dissatisfying life situations (e.g. little work / debt), the increasingly disturbing political / social climate, and social media combined to create this new form of action” (#375).


•  On social media activism: “Not everyone can go to the camps but the rest of us can help spread the word through social media” (#333). “Social media is then a good starting place for activism, but it can not end there, real action loud and in the streets is what works best!” (#259). “What awakened me. When I heard the 99% slogan, it all began to make sense. I had never been an activist before I heard about Occupy on Facebook. Now I am involved in Occupy … every day, and have joined local peace groups and churches with their outreach programs for the poor. I am no longer alone or feel helpless. I am changing my world” (#275).


•  On social media surveillance: Activists learned “the hard way about how closely monitored social media is by law enforcement on a local, state, and federal level. Occupy Austin was infiltrated by law enforcement agencies, resulting in serious legal problems for several participants” (#265).


•  On alternative social media: “I would love to see activists using Diaspora and The Global Square, as they offer real advantages in terms of user privacy. However – until there is a critical mass of users, these forms of communications are redundant in organising mass protest, and only serve as a way of limited communication between organisers” (#238). “Yes, the majority of the people don’t know of the existence of the alternative platforms or simply don’t use them. It is necessary to use the commercial platforms to reach a maximum of society. There can be a difference in the sort of information sharing on the platforms, while the commercial ones are basically good for sharing the knowledge, showing people what goes around and sharing basic information for meet-ups, the alternative platforms that are more secure can be used for more specific or detailed information, strategy, group-building, creating a knowledge-database” (#127).





This book presents the results of a study of the Occupy movement’s use of social media. It tells a story of social media activism, social media censorship and surveillance, corporate domination of social media and alternative social media in the context of the political economy of capitalism. The global crisis of capitalism forms the societal background of the Occupy movement and its media use. The causes of the crisis are explained in the introduction.


Section 2 gives an overview of the rise of social movements in contemporary crisis capitalism. Section 3 presents a classification of Occupy’s use of digital media. Section 4 explains the methodological foundations of the OccupyMedia! Survey. Section 5 presents the survey’s basic results that are interpreted in section 6. Section 7 draws conclusions about media activism in an antagonistic world.


This study is grounded in the approach of the critical political economy of communication that studies “the social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources, including communication resources” (Mosco 2009, 2). It analyses how the Occupy movement challenges power and in this context makes use of communication resources and how power structures and relations limit and pose potentials for this kind of communication.


The study presented in this work is grounded in the approach of the critical political economy of communication that studies “the social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources, including communication resources” (Mosco 2009, 2). The work at hand analyses how the Occupy movement tries to challenge power and in this context makes use of communication resources and how power structures and relations limit and pose potentials for this kind of communication.


Critical political economy analyses power structures and ideologies on the one hand and is on the other hand interested in praxis, “activity by which people produce and change the world” (Mosco 2009, 34). This means that the analysis of a phenomenon such as labour requires an understanding of the structural capital-labour relationship constituted by modes of surplus production and appropriation and at the same time insights into actual or potential labour struggles. “Social movements are particularly important for a political economy of communication because they have influenced the development of the means and content of communication. […] Among the most prominent issues are how democratic should be the lines of internal communication, the extent to which a movement should adopt mainstream forms of external communication, and the degree of specialized or expert attention a movement should devote to media activity” (Mosco 2009, 204). Critical political economy is interested in class structures and ideological “incorporation and legitimation” just like it wants to uncover “gaps and contradictions” that constitute “cracks and fissures” that allow “currents of criticism and movements of contestation” (Golding and Murdock 1978, 353).


Capitalism is a social form that is “incomplete and contradictory” (Garnham 1990, 36). This incompleteness and antagonistic structure is expressed in crises, struggles and social movements.


The work at hand contributes to the political economy of communication’s task to analyse communication contradictions in capitalism by focusing on the Occupy movement’s communication forms and strategies, their limits and potentials and especially the question of how corporate and alternative, non-commercial digital media enable and or/limit the movement’s communication and protest capacities. The book aims to show that there is a political economy right at the heart of social movements’ media use, a political economy that is constituted by power relations between corporate media and non-corporate media.


In recent years, scholars have given more attention to the question how knowledge producers work and struggle. The crucial question in this context is: “Will knowledge workers of the world unite?” (Mosco and McKercher 2008, 13). The Occupy movements around the world have made visible the deep division of contemporary capitalist societies in terms of class, gender, ethnicity and other lines of stratification. By making use of media, activists act as producers and diffusers of knowledge. At the level of social movement analysis, the question if knowledge workers of the world will unite relates therefore to the question if and how mediated protests can be networked and mutually support each other.


In 2008, a global crisis of the capitalist economy started. Neoliberalism has resulted in relative stagnation and wage losses, whereas profits have rapidly increased. Neoliberalism is a class struggle project of the ruling class aimed at increasing profits by decreasing wages with the help of strategies such as the deregulation of labor laws, precarious labor conditions, welfare and public expenditure cuts, tax cuts for the rich and companies, the privatization of public goods, the global offshoring and outsourcing of labor, etc. Many working families had to take out loans, consumer credits and mortgages in order to be able to pay for their everyday life requirements. At the same time, capital investment into high-risk financial instruments boomed because the growing profits needed to be reinvested. Workers’ debts were packaged into new financial instruments, so-called Asset Backed Securities (ABS), Mortgage Backed Securities (MBS), Collateralized Debt Obligations (CDOs) and Credit Default Swaps (CDS). The financial market promised high financial gains, but the profits in the non-financial economy could in long run not fulfil these growth expectations, which created a mismatch between financial values and the profits of corporations and between the expectations of shareholders and the reality of capitalist accumulation. The results were financial bubbles that burst in the 2008 crisis.


Critical theories of the crisis do not agree what its exact structural causes are (see e.g. Duménil and Lévy 2011, Foster and McChesney 2012, Harvey 2010, 2011a, 2011b, Kliman 2012, Lapavitsas et al. 2012, McNally 2011, Resnick and Wolff 2010), but see it not as a failure of regulation, but as the outcome of capitalism’s immanent fundamental contradictions:




  1)  The relative disparity between the rich and companies on the one hand and the mass of people on the other hand is an expression of the class antagonism between capital and labor.


  2)  The financialization of the capitalist economy is based on an antagonism between the fictitious value of financial capital and the actual profits that this capital achieves on the commodity markets, i.e. the antagonism between virtual/fictitious values and real values of capital.


  3)  A third dimension is what David Harvey (1990) has termed the overaccumulation of capital: The need to accumulate capital, the exploitation of labor and capital’s technological progress and organizational dynamics tend to result in idle capital that is crisis-prone if it cannot find spheres of investment. The overaccumulation tendency is an antagonism between the production and consumption/investment of capital.





A crisis is the “manifestation of all the contradictions of bourgeois economy” (Marx 1863, book 2, chapter XVII). “The fact that the movement of capitalist society is full of contradictions impresses itself most strikingly … in the changes of the periodic cycle through which modern industry passes, the summit of which is the general crisis” (Marx 1867, 103). Table 1 shows the annual growth of labor productivity since the early 1970s in the G7 countries (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, UK, USA) and the whole OECD.


The combined annual growth of labor productivity in the G7 countries was 88.0% in the years 1971-2011. This means that in 40 years productivity has almost doubled.
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Table 1: Annual growth of labor productivity in the G7 and OECD countries, 1971-2011, data source: OECD iLibrary


Who has benefited from the strong productivity growth? In order to answer this question, we need to have a look at the development of the power relation between labor and capital. The rise of neoliberalism has been accompanied by a deregulation of financial markets, an encouragement of financial speculation and a massive redistribution of wealth from wages to profits. By class struggle from above, capital managed to increase its profits by relatively decreasing wages. The resulting profits were to a certain degree invested into financial markets and high-risk financial instruments, which increased the crisis-proneness, instability and volatility of capitalism. Comparing the years 1970 and 2013, the wage share, which is the share of wages in the GDP, decreased in the following way in selected European countries.
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Table 2: Adjusted wage share as percentage of GDP at current market prices, data source: AMECO


The data show that in the past 40 years, capitalist class struggle from above has resulted in a relative decrease of wages in many countries. This struggle has, in Europe especially, been intense in countries such as Greece, Spain, Ireland and Cyprus, where the wage share dropped from values around 65% in 1970 to values around 50% in 2013. But also the wages in almost all other European and many other countries were affected, although to different degrees. Wages in the USA, Japan and Canada were undergoing a similar development as in Europe.


How have profits developed in parallel with the relative fall of wages? Net operating surplus is a variable that measures the gross value added of an economy minus fixed capital investments minus wage costs minus corporate taxation. Calculating the share of net operating surplus in the value of the GDP gives an estimation of capital’s net share in an economy’s total wealth. Profit share = Net operating surplus / GDP


Tables 3, 4 and 5 show the development of the profit shares in the EU 15 countries, the UK and the USA.
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Table 3: The development of the profit share in the EU 15 countries (data source: AMECO)
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Table 4: The development of the profit share in the UK (data source: AMECO)


[image: ]


Table 5: The development of the profit share in the USA (data source: AMECO)


In 1980, the profit share was 20.3% in the USA, 15.8% in the UK and 21.9% in in the EU 15 countries. What followed was the rise of neoliberal politics in the USA and Europe. Thatcher came to power in the UK in 1979, Reagan in the US in 1981. There were close bonds between Thatcherism and Reagonomics in terms of ideology and political collaboration. Ten years later (in 1990), the profit share had risen to 22.6% in the USA, 20.1% in the UK and 24.9% in the EU 15 countries, whereas the wage shares had simultaneously decreased, which is an indication for successful neoliberal class politics that redistributed income from employees to companies and the rich. These developments further continued: in 2000 the profit shares increased to 24.7% in the USA, 20.9% in the UK and remained relatively constant in the EU 15 region as a whole. In 2007, a year before the crisis started, the profit share was 24.6% in the USA, 23.8% in the UK and 25.6% in the EU 15, whereas since 2000 the wage share had fallen by 2.1% USA, 0.6% in the UK and 2.6% in the EU 15 countries. In the period 1980-2007, the wage share decreased in these countries/regions by 4.5% (USA), 4.1% (UK) and 8.9% (EU 15), whereas the profit share increased by 4.3% (USA), 8.0% (UK) and 3.7% (EU 15). While capital had constantly high growth rates during the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s, wages stagnated or relatively declined. Neoliberalism increased the wealth of corporations at the expense of labor. In the USA, the profit share fell to 23.2% in 2009 as an effect of the crisis, but was at a high of around 26% in 2012 and 2013. In the EU 15 countries, high profit shares around 25% before the crisis were reduced to around 22-23% in the years after the crisis. In the UK, the profit share dropped from around 24% before the crisis to a level of 21-22% after the crisis.


The working class in many European and other countries was hit hard by austerity measures and a new round of neoliberalism in the aftermath of the crisis: The wage share decreased from 55% in 2007 (before the crisis) to 52.4% in 2013 in Cyprus, from 53.5% to 47% in Greece, from 52.9% to 49.6% in Hungary, from 70.1% to 62.2% in Iceland, from 50.3% to 49.3% in Ireland, from 53% to 46.4% in Latvia, from 49.7% to 44.1% in Lithuania, from 57.2% to 55.6% in Portugal and from 55.3% to 52.3% in Spain (data source: AMECO). In Poland and Slovakia, workers have already before the crisis been relatively poor: the wage shares were 46.5% in 2007 and 46.1% in 2013 in Poland. The respective values for Slovakia were 42.3% in 2007 and 43.1% in 2013.


Decreasing relative wages of employees increased the dependence of their families on consumer credits, loans and mortgages for financing basic needs such as housing and transport. In the Euro 17 countries, the gross debt-to-income ratio of households increased from 74.91% in 2000 to 87.6% in 2005, 94.96% in 2008 and 99.36% in 2011 (data source: Eurostat). In the UK, this value was 101.0% in 2000, 138.6% in 2005 and 155.34% in 2008 (ibid.). In the USA, the household debt increased from US$ 1396 billion in October 1980 to US$ 3571.6 billion in October 1990, US$ 6963.5 billion in October 2000, US$ 11716.4 billion in October 2005 and US$ 13711.6 billion in October 2007 (data source: Federal Reserve Economic Data, Household Credit Market Debt Outstanding). The class struggle of capital against the working class that resulted in falling wage shares and high profits has been accompanied by a decrease in corporate taxation. The available data on corporate taxation is relatively incomplete. In the EU 27 countries, corporate taxes accounted in 2013 for only 0.3% of the GDP. In the United States the value was 0%, meaning that treated as a collective capitalist, companies in the USA do not pay taxes. Table 6 shows some of the limited available data. It indicates that corporate taxation has since the 1970s in general been low in European and North American capitalism, never reaching up to 1% of the GDP of a country and varying in most countries between 0 and 0.3%. It is interesting to observe that in 1970 the UK (0.8%) and the USA (0.5%) taxed capital higher than Germany (0.1%) and the Netherlands (0.2%). The rise of neoliberalism has resulted in a subsequent lowering of corporate taxation in both the UK and the USA. Overall the data in table 6 shows that those who make European and North American tax regimes are friends of capitalist interests, which has supported the neoliberal class struggle of capital against labor.
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Table 6: Corporate taxes, percentage of GDP at market prices, data source: AMECO


The working class’ wages have been attacked by neoliberal policies. The resulting profits were invested in finance because capital is driven by the need to accumulate ever more profits and financial speculation promised high returns. The volatility of the economy steadily increased, which resulted in a big explosion in 2008. The result was more of the same: hyper-neoliberalism, which means the intensification of neoliberalism. Banks were bailed out with taxpayers’ money, which means a bailout by taxes predominantly paid by employees because companies hardly pay taxes. The discourse of austerity wants to make people believe that they have lived beyond their means, that austerity is necessary because states have spent too much money, etc. The circumstance that profits have been ever more growing, wages shrinking and that companies have hardly paid taxes is not mentioned in the dominant ideology. The working class has become more and more exploited by capital and the reaction to the crisis has been an intensification of exploitation and the attempt to legitimate this form of exploitation that works by redistribution of income from workers to companies, cuts of public expenditures, wage cuts, tax support for banks and companies with the help of the argument that states have spent too much money, etc. The working class is constantly being dispossessed of the wealth it produces. Austerity measures bring much more of the same. Banks have been bailed out with taxpayers’ money in what can be described as politics of socialism for the rich. That many companies are hardly paying taxes is part of this politics. The described circumstances are at the heart of the crisis of the state. The intensification of neoliberalism makes capitalism and states even more volatile and increases inequalities. Rising profits resulted in the need to invest them in order to avoid an overaccumulation crisis. This circumstance spurred the financialization of capitalist economies. Table 7 shows the development of the share of the finance industry in the total value added of selected countries. A general increase can be observed that has been especially strong in the USA, where the share has doubled from 1970 until 2005, when it made up 8.1% of the US economy’s total value added. The data indicates an increased financialization of capitalism.
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Table 7: Share of the financial industry in the total economy’s value added (in current prices) of selected countries, data source: OECD iLibrary, STAN, financial industry=ISIC Rev. 3: C65-C67


Derivatives are high-risk financial instruments that derive their value from other assets. Over-the-counter derivatives are traded directly between two partners. They include instruments such as foreign exchange contracts, forwards and forex swaps, currency swaps, interest rate contracts, forward rate agreements, interest rate swaps, equity-linked contracts or credit default swaps. They are high-risk because they are not direct ownership titles, but depend on the value of other assets. Figure 1 shows the development of the share (in %) of the global gross market value of over-the-counter derivatives in world GDP. The share rapidly increased from around 10% in 2000 to 57.5% in 2008. It dropped after the start of the global capitalist crisis. The data show the tremendous growth of high-risk financial capital.
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Figure 1: Share of the global gross market value of OTC derivatives in world GDP (in %)


The presented data shows that the capitalist economy has since the middle of the 1970s been shaped by the capitalist class’ neoliberal struggle against the working class, increasing inequality between capital and labor, an increase of household debts, a decrease of corporate taxation, the rising financialization of the economy and as a consequence an increased vulnerability for crisis. The contradictions between capital and labor, fictitious value and actual profit, the production and consumption/investment of capital were heightened by the development dynamics of neoliberal capitalism and finally resulted in a new world economic crisis.





2. Protests in Crisis Capitalism


2011 was a year of protests, revolutions and political change. It was a year where people all over the world tried to make their dreams of a different society a reality. There were revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt and Yemen, civil wars in Libya and Syria and the emergence of protests in countries such as Albania, Algeria, Armenia, Australia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Belarus, Belgium, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Canada, Chile, China, Colombia, Czech Republic, Cyprus, Denmark, Djibouti, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, Hungary, India, Iran, Iraq, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Macedonia, Malawi, Malaysia, Maldives, Mauritania, Mexico, Mongolia, Morocco, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, Norway, Oman, Palestine, Portugal, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Slovenia, Somalia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Switzerland, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States, Vietnam, Western Sahara.
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