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ABSTRACT 
Does the transparency, accessibility, and marketability of social 
networking sites scaffold or impede a community’s efforts to craft 
their own conditions on the world? Would a revolutionary labour 
to frame herself in a commercially owned window, allowing 
anyone, from her family to the police, to scrutinize, monitor, and 
judge her relationships? This project provides a critique of 
commercial social networking technologies as an organizational 
tool for social movements. This work deepens past critiques 
through an analysis of three concepts related to anti-statist 
movements and community: social capital, semiocapitalism, and 
immaterial labour. Secondly, various ways in which the notion of 
'community' has been leveraged as a social networking instrument 
are analyzed. Finally, we apply these conceptual investigations to 
recent political action in Egypt and Canada. This investigation 
brings to the forefront questions implicated when social 
networking tools are drawn upon to support or negate social 
movements.  

Categories and Subject Descriptors 
K.4 [Computers and Society] 

General Terms 
Design, Human Factors, Economics, Legal Aspects, Theory 

Keywords 
Social Networking, Activism, Semiocapitalism, Immaterial 
Labour, Community, 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The development of the Internet challenged horizontal and 
hierarchical content distribution mechanisms, suggesting that it 
might "transform society in a more democratic way" [27]. 
Techno-utopians proclaimed the end of class struggle through the 
creation of Internet empowered knowledge economies [28]. We 
posit that rather than disappear, class divisions have become 
opaque with the shift from material to immaterial labor.  

It could be argued that sites of suffering related to complex 
political mechanisms (homelessness, abject poverty, 
unemployment, etc.) could be alleviated by the innumerable 

intersecting points of communication. Direct communication 
seemingly brings us closer to suffering, rectifying the distance and 
semblance of the photograph and the television screen; however, 
the ability to engage in open communication should not be 
confused with the agency or desire to initiate significant socio-
political change.  

Prior to the digital revolution the underground, the social 
antagonists, and the political agitators reacted against external, 
state-sanctioned apparatuses. Control–class divisions were clear 
and capital accumulation, be it social, cultural, or economic, 
surrounded material goods, things, and space. In the Internet age 
we find the ideals of the capitalist market perfectly realized 
through social networking tools by the very nature of the platform 
(the blog post, the Wikipedia entry, the status update, the Tweet, 
etc.). Yes, (almost) everyone has a say, a voice. This platform is 
representative of one’s right to speak, the expression of an 
individual voice admix with other individual voices. As one 
moves closer to an online community and the community’s posted 
interests, - the platform moves her away from the possibility of a 
different path or script1.  As a hypothesis throughout the study, we 
suggest that social networking technologies give a semblance of 
community and aid in ‘community’ becoming a general and 
branded category. 

The purpose of the investigation described in this paper is 
threefold. Firstly, the project provides a critique of social 
networking as an organizational tool for social movements. 
Although such critiques are not new [e.g., 24, 27], this work 
deepens the critique through an analysis of three concepts related 
to anti-statist movements and community: social capital, 
semiocapitalism, and immaterial labour. Secondly, various ways 
the notion of 'community' has been leveraged as a social 
networking instrument are critiqued. If social movements are 
forged on the basis of community-based relationships, how is this 
formation altered by social networking promises of unhidden and 
expedient community building? Finally, we apply these 
conceptual investigations to recent political action in Egypt and 
Canada, addressing the question of value on movements: What or 
who produces the value of a movement's demands if made within 
a corporate controlled environment such as Twitter or Facebook?  

This investigation brings to the forefront questions that are 
implicated when social networking tools are drawn upon to 
support or negate social movements. Would a revolutionary 
labour to frame herself in a commercially owned window, 
                                                                    
1 Where the right to speak is a neoliberal and democratic 

conception of self. An alternative to ‘the right to speak,’ where 
all language and culture are deemed equal, is to look at the 
notion of ‘autonomy’. Anti-statist movements in Bolivia counter 
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allowing anyone, from her family to the police, to scrutinize, 
monitor, and judge her relationships? Does the transparency, 
accessibility, and marketability of social networking tools scaffold 
or impede a community’s efforts to craft their own conditions on 
the world?  

2. THERE IS NO OUTSIDE 
For this study, Franco Berardi’s definition of precarious labour is 
interwoven throughout: “We speak of precarious labor when labor 
is subordinated to a form of flexible and unregulated exploitation, 
subjected to daily fluctuations of the labor market, and forced to 
endure the blackmail of a discontinuous salary” [2, p. 149]. 24/7 
economic availability changes the concept of a wage being money 
multiplied by time; instead the worker is exploited and alienated 
atemporally. All time is work time and 'leisure' is only to rebuild 
the rigour of the labourer. Where the Foucaultian analysis of 
power was conceived as a hypostatic entity, a system outside of 
communities, society, and life, it now coincides internally with 
communities, society, and life [1]. What emerged from the dot-
com boom since the 1990s is transference from an outside/inside 
or offline/online dichotomy to a form where there is no outside. 
We live in a world where each environment we move through is 
filled with monitoring devices (e.g., RFID readers, cellular 
transmitters, CCTV and satellite cameras) Surveillance, by state, 
friends or family, is quick and easy [13]. “It is easier to imagine 
the end of the world [e.g., lack of cellphone reception] than to 
imagine the end of capitalism” [17]. If there is no outside, no way 
to remove oneself from state-sanctioned devices, conceiving a 
social movement as an anti-statist force must consider how 
friendship, attachments, and public opinion are produced, 
projected, and protected.     

Social networking is contingent upon time and speed rather than 
space and objects. Pasquinelli writes, "the network of alliances is 
sometimes called ‘social capital’ and is implemented as ‘social 
networks’ on the web: it is about your contacts, your PR, your 
street and web credibility” [28, p. 7]. Time and speed means 
historical materiality is rendered invisible and competition, within 
knowledge production and identity formation, is sped-up–there is 
a reduction of time and an increase in speed. Time and speed are 
crucial in "an economy of scarcity […] when everything can be 
duplicated everywhere, time becomes more important than space" 
[28, p. 7]. We posit that this acceleration is a trap: it compromises 
the potential for how technological tools are and/or can be used 
through the commodification of time by service providers. Right 
now knows no future. Right now has no outside. 

3. SOCIAL CAPITAL & IMMATERIAL 
LABOUR 
Social capital is defined as the flow of "psychological well-being 
[…] derived from one's position in a social network, the number 
and character of the ties one maintains, and the resources those 
ties themselves possess," [7, p. 571].  However, Pierre Bourdieu 
articulates the work that is needed to stimulate the growth of one's 
social capital, defining it as "accumulated labor (in its 
materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form) which, 
when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or 
groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the 
form of reified or living labor" [5, p. 46].  

Capital takes time to accumulate and is not a homogenized circuit 
of transmission, but its distribution is mediated through subtypes 
of capital, that being economic, cultural, and social capital. 
Bourdieu distinguishes forms of capital to illustrate how one 
cannot be removed from the system of capital accumulation. For 

this study, we focus on social capital, though it is intrinsically 
connected to the former two. They are not mutually exclusive. 
The relationship between supply and demand is dependent on 
social exchanges that represent a set of constraints. Thereby social 
capital can be understood as a set of social obligations that 
converts into economic capital, purchasing power, and may be 
institutionalized in the form of hierarchical relationships, such as 
familial bonds, business partners, grading systems, etc.  
Bourdieu continues his articulations on capital:  

“[Capital] depends for its real efficacy on the form of the 
distribution of the means of appropriating the accumulated and 
objectively available resources; and the relationship of 
appropriation between an agent and the resources objectively 
available, and hence the profits they produce, is mediated by the 
relationship of (objective and/or subjective) competition between 
himself and the other possessors of capital competing for the same 
goods, in which scarcity – and through it social value – is 
generated” [5, p. 50]. 

The unequal distribution of capital (social, cultural, or economic) 
is "the source of the specific effects of capital, i.e., the 
appropriation of profits and the power to impose the laws of 
functioning of the field most favorable to capital and its 
reproduction" [5, p. 50]. In order to transition to the specific 
accumulation of social capital, we can not assume that its 
possession is a given, and even so when seemed easily acquired 
by social networking, since its symbolic possession is irreducible 
to the objective relations of physical proximity.  

Bourdieu consistently juxtaposes social capital to the symbolic 
realm: "It goes without saying that social capital is so totally 
governed by the logic of knowledge and acknowledgment that it 
always functions as symbolic capital" [5, p. 56]. It relates to 
knowledge production and the formation of cognitive capacities, 
the production of 'friendships' and their associated pull. If we 
convert his articulations of the symbolic to the web, the 
obligations produced through social networking are not 
irreducible to physical accumulation, but instead accrue through 
the cognitive labour of communicating, collaborating, and 
exchanging ideas and knowledge. Social capital is "the aggregate 
of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession 
of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships 
of acquaintance and recognition" and thereby "guaranteed by a 
common name" [5, p. 56] , a brand like Facebook, Myspace, 
Wikipedia, which determines the parameters and boundaries of 
the modes of communication. 

A hypostatic entity may appear absent from Wikipedia, for 
example, but the real issue is that people reproduce systems of 
capital given these tools. We see people producing creative 
material that has already been pre-approved by the cultural 
industry. Try creatively editing a Wikipedia entry, of course, only 
to be flagged by an expert volunteer writer and edited back to the 
original 'true' content [31]. The oppressive editing system is 
exactly what is perpetuated and accepted by the community of 
Wikipedia. Although there is criticism from Wikipedia users and 
writers regarding the editing process, the brand remains fairly 
static, which is a profound ideological and technical problem as 
the site becomes a social and cultural touchstone [31]. 

Social capital can be used practically to produce or reproduce 
inequality, demonstrating for instance how people gain access to 
powerful positions through the direct and indirect employment of 
social connections. Mediating social movement's modes of 
communication complicates this paradigm shift from social 



capital accumulation to autonomy. Knowledge as power can also 
be commodified by the engagement of digital technologies and 
financial economics.  

4. THE END OF HISTORY: FUTURISM 
AND MARXIST EFFACEMENT 
Technological initiatives from the 1970s onwards brought about a 
new self-identified knowledge-based class. Marxism was deemed 
unsatisfactory for the information age, because it was assumed 
that material property was to be subsumed by symbolic 
information [12]. Alvin Toffler wrote of a power shift where 
"both force and wealth themselves have come to depend on 
knowledge," [33, p. 240] prescribing the leap towards science and 
technology. There would be no need for a revolutionary moment, 
as Marx would say, because the knowledge-based class debunked 
its necessity by postulating the notion that workers "own a critical, 
often irreplaceable, share of the 'means of production'" [33, p. 
240]  by their sheer capacity to generate knowledge and ideas.  

Neoliberal rhetoric, as David Harvey writes, is exactly what was 
attributed to the social movements of the 1960's [14]. While 
capitalism was failing due to a crisis in accumulation and protest 
for social reform, neoliberalist theory was adopted by the likes of 
Richard Nixon, Margaret Thatcher, and Ronald Reagan, 
promising free trade, free market, and entrepreneurial liberties as 
means to mobilize human capacity. Proselytizing economic 
ideology, anti-statist policies like consumer confidence and "anti-
corporation" policies signed by Nixon in 1973, directly related to 
the movement of 68's protests for individual liberty–yet, of 
course, negating demands for social justice [14]. The end product 
of the state of late-capitalism is what produces the crisis of social 
movements forming out of branded, online communities, namely, 
social networking.   

4.1 Semiocaptialism  
Labour time has traversed from materiality to semiotics, where 
self-reference and identity construction are bound by knowledge 
production through technological innovations. Berardi defines 
semiocapitalism: 

“[W]hen informational technologies make possible a full 
integration of linguistic labor with capital valorization. The 
integration of language in the valorization process obviously 
involves important consequences both in the economic field and 
in the linguistic sphere. In fact it is possible to calculate the 
working time that  is necessary to carry out a mechanical 
operation, but it is not possible to calculate the average working 
time socially needed to elaborate signs and create new forms in a 
precise way. Therefore linguistic labor is hardly reducible to the 
Marxian law of value, and consequently the economy incorporates 
new factors of instability and indefiniteness once the valorization 
becomes dependent on language. In turn language incorporates 
economic rules of competition, shortage, and overproduction. 
That is how an excess of signs (supply) is generated that cannot be 
consumed and elaborated in the time of social attention (demand). 
The consequences of semiotic overproduction are not only 
economic, but also  psychical, since language acts directly on the 
psycho-sphere” [2, pp. 150-151]. 

Berardi reminds us of the psychosis involved with information 
overload: the deskilled worker of the industrial era correlates to 
today's paralyzed thinker. However, the paradox of alienation in 
today's culture is how the worker volunteers her labour time (or 
cyber time) by answering her Blackberry, texting, using her work 
computer, checking work email–this is not banked overtime, it 

seamlessly circumlocutes the social body, the cognitive thinker. 
She accumulates social capital by being economically 
available.  Berardi writes, “Once digital technologies made the 
connection of individual fragments of cognitive labour possible, 
the parceled intellectual labour was subjected to the value 
production cycle" [3, p. 27]. Where workers and students of 1968 
showed growing estrangements and refusal of industrial labour to 
join the protest, now the colonization of time by technology and 
communications complicates unity and autonomy, and this 
complicity is hardwired into social networking media [3]. 

What could an affective rejection of capital accumulation look 
like historically? Material labour production, in the Fordist 
factory, had the worker estranged from their labour, and the 
feeling of alienation they experienced, and the refusal to submit to 
accumulation became the basis for a human community that 
remained autonomous from capital. Alienation removes the 
subject from the capacity to objectify things, the quintessential 
eureka moment for Marx, and is the moment fictions dissolve into 
the present utopic essence of human community. Marx writes how 
the "realization of labour is its objectification" [22, p. 289] and the 
labourer must realize her alienation before she is subsumed into 
the commodity and can no longer see where the object's past, 
present, and future affect her past, present, and future. 

5. Object and Materiality < Speed and Time 
The refusal to submit is complicated in immaterial or semiotic 
accumulation, because the language around these social alliances 
bears so much promise for Internet activism and creative 
engagements. An activist can write 141 characters about a 
political arrest and her comrades have an aspatial and an 
atemporal access to her location, time of release, and they can 
meet at the pub and lament about it afterward. What we are seeing 
is transference from object and materiality to speed and time [28]. 
Everything is now and nothing is outside. Digital space is not 
separate from reality in which 'everything' is the sphere of social 
relations and creative productivity. In this sense, there is no 
refusal to capital, because there is no outside. This is the state of 
panic2 brought about by the affective relationship to digital 
technologies. Berardi writes, "When we move into the sphere of 
info-labor there is no longer a need to have bought a person for 
eight hours a day indefinitely. Capital no longer recruits people, 
but buys packets of time, separated from their interchangeable and 
occasional bearers" [2, p. 32]. The language surrounding social 
networking, like 'free-software,' 'creative commons,' 
'collaboration,' and, finally, 'community' gives the user a 
semblance of liberty and autonomy from economic capital 
accumulation, but without true options. "Capital is not a simple 
relation, but a process, in whose various movements it is always 
capital" [22, p. 258]. 

                                                                    
2 Berardi writes "We can speak of panic when we see a conscious 

organism (individual or social) being overwhelmed by the speed 
of processes he/she/it is involved in, and has no time to process 
this information input. In these cases the organism, all of a 
sudden, is no more able to process the sheer amount of 
information coming into its cognitive field or even that 
generated by the organism itself" [2]. In other words, clicking 
ourselves into an anesthetized state. He also mentions how this 
responds to attention and distraction, suddenly we will click on 
something that renders our curiosity, only to continue clicking. 
Link after link, we repeat the surfing rhythm of attention and 
distraction, interest and disinterest—with no qualms to establish 
a dialect. 



The language of the left is instrumentalized in order to establish a 
foundational myth that the subject is free from her alienation. As 
Berardi writes:  

“Capital must be absolutely free to expand in every corner of the 
world to find the fragment of human time available to be 
exploited for the most miserable wage.  But liberalism also 
predicates the liberty of the person. The juridical person is free to 
express itself, to choose its representatives, to be entrepreneurial 
at the level of politics and the economy” [2, p. 33].  

It is reminiscent of ‘Web 2.0’ models where everyone is an author 
and everyone is a collaborator, elevating conformity, regimenting 
people and categorizing people into databases, which elevate the 
knowledge of computer and market algorithms over the 
intelligence of the individual [19].  Personal history is obscured 
and we cannot strategically forget parts of our self-presented in 
online profiles as identity has realized itself through information; 
"this level subsumes every space of the human habitat, replacing 
the historical perception of time with a digital one" [2, p. 73].  

This perception of time is what exhausts the subject and confirms 
the ubiquitous social reality of 'total work' [20]. In David Levy's 
presentation "No Time to Think," he questions how "we now have 
the most remarkable tools for teaching and learning the world has 
ever known. How is it that we have less time to think than ever 
before?” It is not the problem that we have less time to spend, but 
that we think of time as something to spend at all. The economic 
engagement with creative workers during the 1990s had a 
propensity for fetishizing the fluctuating and post-modern 
temporal boundaries of work that reified the authorial role rather 
than sublimating it for something else like The Commons [28]. 
The social networking medium inherently dislocates the creator 
from the desire for reification, which Pasquinelli equates to "my 
creativity = my value = my conflict" [28, p. 3]. By naming things 
in a faster cogent way little respect is given to its emancipatory 
potential as a result of its complicity with capitalistic temporality. 
Because messages (blog posts, status updates, videos, etc.) have to 
be delivered faster and immediately in order to compete with 
equally fast and immediate messages, the exchange reconfigures 
blocks of time (i.e. 9 to 5 work schedule) by engendering a 
‘creative labourer’ who must work all the time in order to keep up 
with his and other’s knowledge production.  
 

6. A SENSE OF COMMUNITY 
A thin line must be walked while investigating the relationship 
between social networking and collective energies. Evgeny 
Morozov articulates that publicized notions of the impact social 
networking tools have had on protest movements adheres to 
constructs from Western democracy and disregards political, 
cultural, and sociological factors, creating a deterministic picture 
of the role these tools play. "We confuse the intended uses [of the 
tools] with actual uses" and the same tools used to connect with 
one another and expand borders are the same tools used to surveil 
and propagandize public opinions” [24]. In order to think and 
imagine a different world, how do social subjects organize and 
disseminate when modes of communication are limited by 
technological parameters yet valorized for intensifying social 
capital, the precise function they may be trying to resist? 

We suggest that social networking tools give a semblance of 
community and aid in ‘community’ becoming a general and 
branded category. It is not to say that communities do not live 
outside of this paradigm and go "against the grain of that 
evanescent sensibility for whom all that is sold melts into air" but 

that the branded ‘community’, however, informs and is informed 
in such an oblique way that it is unable to know itself–this is why 
we deem it a sense of community; a simulacra of friendship; the 
feeling without the structure; a solitary experience [36]. The 
'branded community' cannot establish an analysis without taking 
drastic measures to become self-reflexive. To turn the community 
on its head also insinuates compromising one's position or role in 
it: what will others think when you are not there to respond? Will 
they care? How will the body react to suddenly losing an aspect of 
its identity (not to mention an appendage)? As advertisements 
cascade and frame the branded community, the promise of 
community and encounters becomes too much to be fulfilled [4]. 
Subsequently, the affective relationship to social networking 
suggests desires misplaced and identities fractured by our 
technological extension into the future. 

The form in which this affective relationship unfolds is a product 
of social capital accumulation and semiocapitalism. We posit that 
semiocapitalism (immaterial labour and the ensuing psychosis that 
responds to one's alienation) is the historical process by which 
social capital accrues. By using social networking tools as 
intended, a sense of community is reified by knowledge 
production and precarious labouring. Updating, tagging, blogging, 
deleting, copying and pasting, cropping, and friending are all 
components of linguistic and immaterial labouring. The more and 
the faster you produce the more and faster you gain attention.  

7. "OTHER" REVOLUTIONARY 
REALITIES: EYGPT AND VANCOUVER 
The psychosis produced by social capital accumulation relates 
directly to the attention and/or inattention given to protest 
movements in Egypt and Vancouver, Canada. What do social 
networking tools promulgate and defend? Freedom of speech; 
collaboration; community; Western democracy and Western 
values. Many involved in the 2011 uprising in Egypt or the 2010 
anti-Olympic protesting in Vancouver, Canada used social 
networking tools to communicate and disseminate information for 
the proliferation of their movements. Yet, how the media 
represented the use of social networking tools in the two protest 
movements highlights dramatically different revolutionary 
realities. 

7.1 Egypt 
The manner in which the Western press latched onto Egyptians 
use social networking tools in 2011 was historically consistent 
with Western society's occidental relationship to the Other/Orient. 
Here we draw from Edward Said's articulations of Orientalism as 
a discourse to start from before diving into definitive and 
deterministic views of the Orient. Said writes how the "corporate 
institution" acts as an authoritative and meaning-making voice for 
the Orient. The corporate institution deals with the Orient by 
"making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, 
by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism, as a 
Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority 
over the Orient" [30, p. 3]. This directly relates to the binary 
oppositional relationship to the Other, in which the subject 
becomes dominant by the process of deferral. Said continues, "it 
also tries to show that European culture gained in strength and 
identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of 
surrogate and even underground self" [30, p. 3]. The ability for 
the West to name the East and claim understanding over it 
through a knowledge base is central to Western power and 
control. Though Said produced a key post-colonial concept, we 
can see the East/West binary exemplified by globalization and the 



naming of Eastern movements by the West as neocolonialism. 
The corporatization of a social movement, like Facebook being 
used to disseminate messages, not only implicates the unfolding 
of Western values on the East, but also posits the internal process 
of those values by the East. Seeing as social networking tools are 
linked to identity construction and polymorphism, the critique 
should move beyond exploited intellectual property and include 
self-criticism of Western methods and ideals of understanding 
perpetuated by them.  

During the 2011 Egyptian uprising, where the people took to the 
streets en masse, there was debate over the nature of the 
movement. Western journalists linked the uprising to Egyptian 
protesters using Facebook and Twitter for organization [21]. On 
February 1 2011, the Egyptian government untethered the public 
from the Internet [21]. Although the US State Department 
unequivocally agrees with Internet Freedom, it still must comply 
with a political end [21]. If Mubarak stepped down, how would 
Egypt use its freedom? Western governments were conspicuously 
hesitant, fearful that a movement from a secular regime would 
slide into radical theocratic government. From a Western 
perspective, what alternatives could there be that do not mirror 
neoliberalism and Western notions of democracy? The focus 
attributed to Twitter and Facebook, to the point where 'Web 2.0' 
tools were emblematic of Egypt's Road to Freedom, should be met 
with consideration. It is important to note that protesting did not 
halt nor was compromised by the pulled-plug. In fact, there is 
strong evidence that blocking access to social networking tools 
provided the freedom and agency for the protestors to act [16]. 

Barry Wellman approves of the tools used during the Egyptian 
revolt, claiming they "intertwined with the development of formal 
organizations, informal networks, and external linkages, 
provoking a growing sense of modernity and community, and 
globalizing support for the revolt" [33]. Wellman can sense the 
community building of the Egyptian people, because the 
unfolding was transparent and made accessible to a Western 
audience. The Facebook intervention seemed to make the revolt in 
Egypt a new occurrence; however, Egypt was in a state of 
emergency prior to the West's penetrative and definitive gaze on 
the situation. Let us not forget that technological tools have been 
used in the past to make situations of crisis suddenly visible like 
in Rwanda so why was the use of social networking tools 
embellished? [24]. Wellman goes on to address how the tweets 
were written in English and "[many protestors] held up signs in 
English during protests" [35]. This high-ordering of Western 
norms and the English language is a concerning affirmation, 
because it implicates an unquestioned neocolonialism that 
retroactively establishes itself in Egypt, in the form of Western 
liberal democracy. Facebook and Twitter provided Wellman with 
a window into the Egyptian community and because of this access 
he can read Western values in a society. We argue that the sense 
of community is only that, a sense provided to us, pre-inscribed 
with our own ideologic positions. Facebook and Twitter cannot 
establish new communities, but a particular form of society, 
which is readily accessible to us as it is a familiar resemblance to 
our own.  

7.2 VANCOUVER 
In Vancouver, the disjunction between political activist and 
Citizen was squared off using social networking tools. Taking to 
Facebook to make a political statement about the colonial history 
of the Hudson's Bay Company or the implications of the 
Olympics on the city's infrastructure was not an issue, but 
aggression did arise when Facebook was used to post affirmative 

statements in response to direct anti-state actions like property 
damage. 

Morozov questions how the romancing of technological 
communications, such as 'Web 2.0', works twofold: the tools that 
can be used to liberate and open up lines of response are the same 
tools used to surveil, propagandize and censor [25]. Morozov is 
specifically talking about the "police state" using social 
networking to control political discourse [25]. We can easily 
transpose this assertion onto a Vancouver context. Pre-Olympic 
Vancouver underwent major infrastructural changes, new 
surveillance and police presence initiatives, in which a thousand 
CCTV cameras accompanied the ensuing police presence in the 
city [6]. Beyond the "red eyes," Vancouver political activists were 
interrogated and monitored, and organizations were closed down 
for inspection [26].  

Clearly the cameras alone are not social networking tools, but 
they do engender a neutral and naturalized state of being watched. 
The cameras are not only attached to city streetlights and 
nightclubs, but also embedded in our cellphones–often used to 
post pictures on social networking sites. Not only is this part and 
parcel with our abdication of our privacy, but it also relates to the 
delineation between public and private, Citizen and subaltern. 
Morozov addresses a few examples concerning citizen 
surveillance where people voluntarily provided information to 
crackdown on local corruption by crowdsourcing pictures of 
protestors on Facebook in Iran, nominated videos on YouTube for 
deletion that might offend Saudi sensibilities, and submitting links 
to websites that might be offensive to higher authorities in 
Thailand [24]. In Vancouver, the Vancouver Media Coop (VMC), 
an alternative media site that formed around the time of the 
Olympic bid, also faced censorship through social media tools [6]. 
VMC offered blog posts and news articles about the other realities 
of the Olympic brand entering the city and also reasons behind the 
Anti-Olympic protests. Franklin López experienced the deep 
impact of online censorship when a number of his VMC videos 
were removed from YouTube. In an interview with Boykoff he 
says, "During the Olympics it was almost as if they had it 
automated to take down anything the [International Olympic 
Committee] didn't like" [26]. The key point is that despite this 
automatic censorship, in order to have their voices heard, the 
VMC felt pressured to use these tools. Boykoff paraphrases Dawn 
Paley of the VMC: "media activists cannot confine their work to 
alternative media: while for Paley mainstream media are 'squm' – 
status-quo media – they set the agenda and so cannot be ignored" 
[26].  

Here we can see variations of credited online labouring: where 
Egypt’s usage of YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter were 
emphasized in Western mainstream media as revolutionary 
actions, Vancouver protestor’s struggle against corporate entities, 
like the International Olympic Committee, were silenced using 
YouTube. Although social networking tools cannot be ignored, it 
is important to recognize that ‘free’ and immediate media does not 
necessarily mean permanence. The relationship to time and speed 
is excessive: production must not only happen faster and faster in 
order to accrue social capital, but it also must work at a rate that is 
quicker than the owners of your intellectual property. The 
expenditure of immaterial labouring, in this scope, is not 
contingent upon use-value or exchange-value, but on how 
information is subsumed before it is computed. The exploitative 
dimension of semiocapitalism becomes clearer when what is 
produced and accumulated (be it posts or status updates) is co-
opted by either the private entity that formed a ‘public’ space, 



such as a political video taken down, or the branded community 
tagging political activists in a photo. The branded community 
does not necessarily act outside of the realm of activism: political 
activists can still brand themselves on Facebook. This is the 
aforementioned trap. As Ethan Zuckermann writes, “Hosting your 
political movement on YouTube is like trying to hold a rally in a 
shopping mall. It looks like a public space, but it’s not” [18] 
Social movements have to establish an analysis over the usage of 
these tools, in order to acknowledge and address current 
complacency regarding these systemic tensions.   

In Vancouver, recuperating national identity precluded non-
national actions such as damaging the windows to the Hudson’s 
Bay Company, a traditional trademark of Canadian identity and, 
importantly, a historic symbol of indigenous genocide [6]. Pre 
Olympic activist efforts to reclaim public space, housing, and 
Coast Salish Territory was indicative of Vancouver’s internal 
problems and struggles. Of note in 2011 is how post-Olympic 
Vancouver is leveraging the concept of community building as a 
retaliation and apologist push against recent Stanley Cup hockey 
rioters. In Vancouver 'community' is now the operative term for 
authentic citizens and reconstructs Vancouver, Canada as a 
benevolent nation state and a city effaced from its violent colonial 
history. The damage to private property and general 'hooliganism' 
met with a strong backlash: rioters were labeled as not "real" 
Vancouverites [11]. The statement here is not that these 
'hooligans' are not citizens and not a part of our Vancouver 
community, but that “I am a Vancouverite, I am a citizen who is a 
part of this Vancouver community, and they are not." The 2011 
riot also provides us with the beginnings of an analysis of 
localized citizen surveillance and the semiotic labour produced 
(ex. crowd sourcing software and putting name to face) in order to 
find all the culprits–voluntarily working in order to expand and 
aid policing through identification and classification. These 
citizen surveillers have become the new social worker. These 
workers vehemently tagged rioters in Facebook pictures without 
consideration to privacy. How will this affect future street 
protests? Alex Kerner writes, 

How the police dealt with this riot compared to the G20 [mass 
arrest] in Toronto  last summer is instructive. While the 
destruction of police cars, property and  lighting of fires was much 
more extensive this time, the police tended to focus only on those 
who committed the acts of vandalism. Some tear gas was used but 
for the most part the targets were the actual rioters. Contrast this 
to the G20, where police used much more limited property 
damage by anarchists during the protests to sweep through the 
entire protest and arrest a record number of participants, 
irrespective of their actions. This sends a pretty sharp message 
from police that being around a pointless hockey riot is much 
safer than being at a protest with an actual purpose. [37] 

Morozov's dystopic gleam at the younger generation feels thick, 
where the appeal towards cyber activism does not get them on the 
streets, because the panopticon has grown from the officer 
watching from the tower to the community shaming of 
‘revolutionary’ actions. 

We refer to the 2011 Stanley Cup riot in this analysis, not to assert 
the intentions of the riot as political, but because it produced 
similar definitive lines between real Citizens and non-Citizens in 
Vancouver producing an alternative sociality in opposition to the 
Vancouver community and Canadian identity. We can make 
connections to public unrest to Berardi’s notion of panic induced 
symptoms within semiocapitalism. Panic is also a part of the 
subject's inability to act outside, because economic interests both 

persistently govern her internally as a "psychopathic vibration" 
and externally by chaotic expansions of the urban terrain [4]. An 
outburst, like a riot, seems to alleviate this tension temporarily: be 
it by those involved in damage to property or by those outraged by 
their tarnished Canadian image. As per Alain de Botton's The 
Pleasures and Sorrows of Work: 

“The alcohol inspired fights that break out in market towns on 
Saturday evenings are predictable symptoms of fury at our 
incarceration. They are a reminder of the price we pay for our 
daily submission at the altars of prudence and order – and of the 
rage that silently accumulates beneath a uniquely law-abiding and 
compliant surface.” [9, p. 46] 

The "inspired fights" are perhaps not just volatile, but revealed 
and fulfilled moments of contact and pleasure that reflect the 
incessant time management and affects of capitalism. 

This is what modes of political censorship in Egypt and 
Vancouver have in common, and how they differ. We see both 
movements utilizing technological tools to mobilize, 
communicate, and disseminate information. Egyptian citizen's 
usage of Facebook and Twitter was lauded by Western society, 
while Vancouver activists disturbed the semblance Western 
society had to project during the Olympics in order to maintain 
Canadian identity as anything other than benevolent [21]. The 
manner in which groups use 'Web 2.0' to mobilize is confined by 
the parameters of the tools. The tools can only take us so far as the 
structural conditions of the tools will allow. As Marshall 
McLuhan once said, “We shape our tools, and afterwards our 
tools shape us” [23]. We suggest that current use of social 
networking tools do not support revolutionary actions, which are 
predicated on alternate socialities, those which are not beholden to 
the system of state control or capitalist accumulation—ones which 
do not codify classification, definition, orientation, and social 
hierarchicalization into the mechanics of their modes of social 
production, and instead leave friendship up to the messy processes 
of desire and thinking wherein relationships persist. 

The genres of protest in these two places necessitate the question. 
What do new revolutionary contestations mean? It means that the 
public imposes its own conditions on the world. This would also 
mean the public acquiring "control" over how their information 
and social mobilities are produced and disseminated. This is not 
contrary to the impulse for democracy, but rather, it is an action 
towards the realization of democracy that counters exclusion. Guy 
Debord identifies this direction as "realized democracy" [8, p. 
154] where revolutionary works must resist cooptation in order to 
remain fluid and avoid repetition. 

8. CONCLUSION: FORM MATTERS 
Terms like "community" and "collaboration" are reified by 
corporate social networking companies. As cognitive and semiotic 
communities, social networks collaborate and design together, 
expressing their individuality while tolerating the Other (the 
corporate other, whose strict diktats provide the medium for 
communication). This community is where some create and 
collaborate for sheer social capital accumulation (which 
guarantees profit or no profit), while other forms of semiotic 
labour are equivalent to "upwardly mobile cyber coolies” created 
through the outsourcing of U.S. call centres [32].  

The concept of community gained leverage since neoliberalism 
started to flourish during the Reagan and Thatcher era of the 
1980s. 'The social,' closely linked to the welfare state as it 
emerged in the 19th and 20th century, began to disintegrate, and 



'communities' started to replace 'society.' Communities were 
meant to make up for the responsibilities the state was no longer 
willing or able to bear and "it [was] the language of community 
that [was] used to identify a territory between the authority of the 
state, the free and amoral exchange of the market, and the liberty 
of the autonomous, rights-bearing individual" [29, p. 1400]. 

Why is there fidelity to the notion of community? Its signification 
today is unclear and this stands in direct connection with the 
confusion that surrounds the conceptualization of movement as a 
concept: the word is in the air, but floats around without arrival 
point. Community is very much an ethical field and it constitutes a 
"transactional reality3", a way of aggregating collective energies 
and is engineered to name modes and forms of collective actions 
[29, 1401]. The problems we are seeing is how the concept 
community can impede a group’s potential outside of benevolent 
state apparatuses and interventions. 'Community building,' 
'collaboration,' and 'cooperation' attribute to positive 
understandings and rhetoric: if its only language we're contending 
with than what is the community getting from the notion of 
'community'? If the language surrounding community sounds 
fixed, intransigent, and corporatized how can it respond to critical 
imagination? 

Digital networks offer us a set of tools and new modes to 
communicate that are flexible, metastasized yet ordered. 
Pasquinelli notes this is not a platform for democracy, but a new 
reinvigortated form of feudalism. He writes, "Neofeudalism is the 
polarized scenario where few landlords own the whole 
infrastructure of communication (hardware layer, protocol layer, 
meta-data layer, social network layer) and face a multitude of 
cognitive workers forced to ‘creativity'" [27]. We cannot think of 
these advances in technology and communications as prior to 
colonization. Paul Virilio writes of the wastelands: "The society 
of tomorrow will splinter into two opposing camps: those who 
live to the beat of the real time of the global city, with the virtual 
community of the 'haves,' and the 'have-nots' who survive in the 
margins of the real space of local cities, even more abandoned 
than those living today in the suburban wastelands of the Third 
World" [34, p. 74]. Capitalism is always looking for rarity and 
distinction, hence community cannot be thought of as a concept 
outside of those constraints but an instrument to mark those 
distinctions [15]. 

Finally, what type of community are social networking tools 
shaping? Perhaps the tethering to these tools is forming a new 
common sense, a newly accepted shaping and formation of 
community. Evading the online world is just a simple escape. In 
Slavoj Žižek’s recent discussion with Julian Assange, the founder 
of Wikileaks, he professes what an important ideological moment 
we are living in [10]. He discusses how clouds are not “up there in 
the clouds” but how “they are controlled” and addresses the 
implications of Apple signing an exclusive agreement with Rupert 
Murdoch’s corporation [10]. This analogy for cloud sharing can 
be used on the notion of online community: members are not “out 
there” active on the streets, but experiencing a private emotion in 
front of their computers. In other words, the formation of 
communities online changes the forging of social movements on 
the streets. Žižek continues, “The public gets privatized in a whole 
new series of invisible ways” and this is the ideological problem 
                                                                    
3 Nikolas Rose defines transactional reality as "multiple 

objectifications formed at the unstable and uncomfortable 
intersections between politics and that which should and must 
remain beyond its reach" [29]. 

governing the language of community and social movements 
today [10].  

The pace at which the public folds into the private is exhausting–
and when the rules and parameters of social networking reinforce 
their own existence, the chance of a non-scripted intervention 
diminishes proportionally with its ability to effect systemic 
change on the network, an ability specifically precluded by the 
network. 
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