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Introduction  
This deliverable aims at characterizing alternative production models based on two 

schools of thought: the logic of the knowledge commons , and platform 

cooperatives. Building on the analysis undertaken in the D2.2, it will give particular 

ǍʌʌǸɅʌȡɐɅ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ȒɐɶɃɾ ɐȒ ɐɶȓǍɅȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ Ẏʭɐɶȶẏṣ ÿțȡɾ ʭȡȺȺ ǩǸ ȺȡɅȶǸǱ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶ 

principles that make it possible to define a commons -based production model, 

alternative to that of capitalist platforms: governance rules; financing models; 

conception of technologies; legal models of ownership of the means of production 

(in particular the management of algorithms and data).  

With this in mind, the report will be divided int o two parts w hich, although closely 

linked, can be read independently by the hurried reader .  

The first part, in line with our previous work (D2.2), will return to the labour 

organisation and profit models underlying capitalist platforms. After highlighting the 

systemi c risks and negative externalities that the development of platform 

capitalism entails for society as a whole, it will be shown that not only is it possible, 

but also necessary to test alternative models based on the principles of the 

commons . 

The second p art will be thus devoted to the analysis of the alternatives to platform 

capitalism. Following Albert Hirschman, we will distinguish between the two main 

ways through which forms of resistance and alternative experimentations to the 

Internet oligopolies an d gig economy emerge in the society: a) the way of voice  and 

b) the way of exit , which can be combined.  

a) With voice  we mean different forms of claims that range from class actions to new 

phenomena of unionism and mutualism as in the case of the workers engaged by 

Uber , Deliveroo , Amazon , etc. We will also analyse socially widespread practices 

aimed at circumventing the control of platforms.  

b) With exit  we refer to productive experimentations aiming to build real alternatives 

(such as cooperative platfor ms, urban and knowledge commons , social networks 
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and search engines) which subvert, in whole or in part, the principles of the data -

driven industry.  

For pedagogical purposes, the latter (b) will be characterized in opposition to the 

three main ideal types of platform capitalism:  

i) The model of social network platforms based on free digital labour .  

ii) The model of the so -called on -demand  economy.  

iii) The model of the e -commerce platforms of logistics and distribution.  

We will also take into account th e trend of platform capitalism to extend its logic to 

more and more  economic sectors and, in the context of the so -called Smart Cities , to 

metropolitan governance.  

The conclusion will be dedicated to reflect on an agenda to promote the 

sustainability of t he commons  and alternative platforms. In this perspective, 

particular emphasis will be placed on a strategic node: combining the development 

of neo -communalist experiences with a project of federation of the commons and 

cooperative platforms. This is the o nly way to allow a real leap in quality, permitting 

alternative models to get out of the niche logic in which they are often locked.  
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1. Platform capitalism and two -
sided markets 1 
 

The organisation of the big Internet oligopolies takes place essentially in t he 

ȒɶǍɃǸʭɐɶȶ ɐȒ ʭțǍʌ ǍɶǸ ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ȡɅ MǪɐɅɐɃȡǪ ÿțǸɐɶʳ Ẏtwo -sided markets ẏṝ ʌțǸ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ 

(the operational heart of the firm) acts as a pivot and connects a public of suppliers 

and a public of demanders or users of a certain service.  

This feature is closely ass ociated with other fundamental economic laws Ṿ or, at least, 

regularities Ṿ ruling the functioning of capitalist platforms' political economy and 

data industries: the 'Metcalfe's law' on network economy, the 'pioneer's advantage 

law' and the 'winner takes all law'; the way in which the preponderance of capital, 

labour and immaterial raw materials introduces substantial differences between the 

operating logic of platform capitalism corporations and that of industrial capitalism.  

We would also like to point out that the aim of this chapter is to go beyond a simple 

review of the literature, which often focuses on some of these aspects, isolating (or 

not seeing) the link between them. We have tried to remedy this gap. The synthetic 

presentation of these laws in  an articulated and coherent whole, in order to account 

for the logic of the capitalism of the platforms, is an original contribution that, 

however partial and imperfect, we have tried to make to the platform capitalism 

theory.   

 

Starting from this common  base, platform capitalism varies in its profit, product, 

production organisation, and value extraction models. It is possible to identify three 

main dominant models.  

- ÿțǸ ɃɐǱǸȺ ɐȒ ǪǍɳȡʌǍȺȡɾʌ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃɾ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓṞ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ 

ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ2 ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ʔɾǸ ɐȒ ɳɶɐɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾ ʭɐɶȶ Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ɃǍȡɅ ɾɐʔɶǪǸ ɐȒ 

                                                        
1 From paragraph 1. to paragraph 1.4 writing by V ercellone C. and Brancaccio F.  
2 The so -called 'merchantable gratuitousness' model (Farchy, 2011) is at the heart of the functioning of 
platform capitalism. It is only apparently an oxymoron. It refers to an economic relationship « in which 
gratuity paradox ically has no other purpose than to enable companies to increase their profits » 
(Farchy et al.  2015: 26).  
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value creation: this is the case of Google  and Facebook , in which the subject of free 

digital labour  occurs in its purest and most controversial form;  

- The model of on -demand  economy capital ist platforms, such as Uber , Deliveroo , 

Foodora , and, with some differences, Airbnb . Their main aim is to promote a direct 

and explicit market link between users and service providers by capturing the 

maximum added value through an investment in intangible  assets and a direct 

employment of minimum wage labour force;  

- The model of the so -called e-commerce  platforms selling tangible and intangible 

goods. It combines direct -sales revenues, market intermediaries (commissions) and 

advertising revenues. This cou ld be defined as a hybrid model and it finds its most 

complete expression in Amazon : indeed, the latter combines, as we shall see, the 

exploitation of economies of scale and quasi -traditional industrial organisation forms 

of wage labour on the one hand, an d the exploitation of network economies and free 

digital labour on the other hand. Added to this is business development, such as the 

Cloud  and data processing services, through which Amazon  is trying to fill the most 

profitable niches of the evolving econ omy based on the Internet and data industries . 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Already in industrial capitalism, this model has played a significant role in some companies' business 
models. A well -known example is that of Gillet te , who in the sixties began distributing razors free of 
charge, betting on the resulting purchase of blades.  
In contemporary capitalism, the 'merchantable gratuitousness' model has become increasingly 
important because of two factors:  
- The digitisation of the economy has transformed the economic nature of different goods by freeing 
them from their material support, as is the case, for example, of books and records. In the sense of 
neoclassical theory, the sphere of so -called private goods (rival and excl udable through price) has thus 
been reduced, to the advantage of the sphere of so -called collective, non -rivalrous goods, difficult to 
exclude by prices and often reproducible at a zero marginal cost;  
- The information and Internet revolution is been produ cing a shift from a dominant profit model based 
on the production and sale of tangible goods to a network and intangible economy. The latter is no 
longer based on the principle of scarcity, but on the abundance of available information and the 
expansion of  the number of users. It is no longer the content itself that allows companies to make 
profits: its value is depreciated by the abundance, non -competitiveness and opportunities that the 
Internet economy offers for the development of non -market exchanges an d IPRs' circumvention.  
What is important for most digital capitalist platforms is to develop their network economies by 
attracting the largest number of users through a free of charge offering. This is the first condition for 
developing, in different forms , associated lucrative activities (advertising, data extraction and 
exploitation, sale of associated services, etc.).  
in this report, we will have several opportunities to discuss the key role that the 'merchantable 
gratuitousness' model plays within capi talist platforms and two -sided markets.  
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1.1 The economic laws of platform and data 
capitalism  
 

uɅ ʬǸɶʳ ȓǸɅǸɶǍȺ ʌǸɶɃɾṞ Ǎ ǱǸȒȡɅȡʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ẎǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃẏ ǪɐʔȺǱ ǩǸ ʌțǸ ȒɐȺȺɐʭȡɅȓṝ ȡʌ ȡɾ Ǎ 

technical and commercial offer proposed in a virtual setting, controlled by a pivot 

operator who plays the role of conductor of the platform. The pivot operator aims to 

connect at least two categories of agents located on one of the two sides of the 

platform. Its ability to set up a business model that can be based o n several variables 

(advertising, charges on commissions, premium offers, marketing of allied services, 

and of course the exploitation of the data produced by the Internet users 

consciously Ṿ their profiles, comments, other contents Ṿ or unconsciously Ṿ cl icks, 

geo -location or cookies and spyware) depends on the effectiveness and extent of the 

network economy resulting from the abovementioned intermediation function.  

On this basis, the rise of the two -sided market model and the platform economy 

relies on a  very precise set of economic laws and / or main regularities that will be 

analysed.  

 

éɐǩǸɶʌ ¶ǸʌǪǍȺȒǸẏɾ ȺǍʭ 

ÿțǸ Ȓȡɶɾʌ ȺǍʭ ȡɾ éɐǩǸɶʌ ¶ǸʌǪǍȺȒǸẏɾ ȺǍʭ ǪɐɅǪǸɶɅȡɅȓ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ǸʲʌǸɶɅǍȺȡʌȡǸɾṣ ÿțȡɾ ȺǍʭ 

depends on a simple observation: the interest for a user to use a platform, as for an 

advertiser or another provider on a network, depends on the number of network 

users. Just think of a social network: its usefulness obviously increases as the number 

of its subscribers increases as well. This positive externality is cal led network effect. 

For capitalist platforms, the audience and use rate are undeniably the sinews of the 

war aimed at maximising their revenues. The pivot, i.e. the company located at the 

top of the platform will then try by all means to increase the numbe r of users in 

order to increase the attractiveness of their platform in the eyes of non -users: this 

ǍȺɾɐ ǸʲɳȺǍȡɅɾ ʌțǸ ɶǸǪʔɶɶǸɅʌ ɃǸǱȡǍʌȡɐɅ ȡɅ ȒǍʬɐʔɶ ɐȒ ȒɐɶɃɾ ɐȒ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ 

ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ ȡɅ ɐɶǱǸɶ ʌɐ ǍʌʌɶǍǪʌ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ʔɾǸɶɾ ǍɅǱ ɃǍȶǸ ʌțǸɃ ȺɐʳǍȺ ʌɐ ȡʌṣ ÿțǸɾe 

latter are also the product offered for sale to advertisers or service providers located 

on the other side of the two -sided market.  
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ÿɐ ɾʔɃ ʔɳṞ ǍǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ¶ǸʌǪǍȺȒǸẏɾ ȺǍʭṞ ʌțǸ ṵɃǍɶȶǸʌṶ ʬǍȺʔǸ ɐɶ ʌțǸ ʔʌȡȺȡʌʳ ɐȒ Ǎ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ 

is proportional to the number of i ts users squared. But beware, the devil is always in 

ʌțǸ ǱǸʌǍȡȺṝ ṵȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺ ɐɶ ɾɐǪȡǍȺṶ ẎʬǍȺʔǸẏ ǍɅǱ ẎʔʌȡȺȡʌʳẏ ǍɶǸ ǍǪʌʔǍȺȺʳ ʌʭɐ ɵʔȡʌǸ ǱȡȒȒǸɶǸɅʌ 

concepts and, sometimes, they are even diametrically opposed. It is important to 

emphasise this point because, wh en analysing the Internet economy, when we talk 

Ǎǩɐʔʌ ʌțǸ ʬǍȺʔǸ ɐȒ Ǎ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶṞ ʭǸ ɐȒʌǸɅ ʌǸɅǱ ʌɐ ɃȡɾʌǍȶǸ ȡʌɾ ẎʔɾǸ ʬǍȺʔǸẏ ʭȡʌț ȡʌɾ 

ẎǸʲǪțǍɅȓǸ ʬǍȺʔǸẏṣ ÿțȡɾ ɃȡɾʌǍȶǸ ɃǍʳ ȺǸǍǱ ɐǩɾǸɶʬǸɶɾ ʌɐ ǸʲʌɶǍɳɐȺǍʌǸṞ ʌɐʌǍȺȺʳ ǍɶǩȡʌɶǍɶȡȺʳṞ 

the turnover and profits that a platform could achieve from the number of network 

users. This was the case during the boom of the New Economy before the Nasdaq 

crisis (Boyer 2002); it is still today for many Internet unicorns and, according to some 

observers, even some GAFAM suffering from excess ive market capitalisation.  

=Ǹ Ǎɾ ȡʌ ɃǍʳṞ ¶ǸʌǪǍȺȒǸẏɾ ȺǍʭ ȡɾ ǪɐɶɶɐǩɐɶǍʌǸǱ ǩʳ ʌʭɐ ɐʌțǸɶ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ǸȒȒǸǪʌɾ ɶǸȺǍʌǸǱ ʌɐ 

the cooperation between Internet users.  

* Network users are not a mere sum of individuals having private relationships, but 

they can also form g roups, communities, in one word, collaborate to generate even 

ɃɐɶǸ ʬǍȺʔǸ ɐɶ ʔʌȡȺȡʌʳṣ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ȡɅʌǸɶǍǪʌȡɐɅɾ ɳɶɐʬȡǱǸ ǍɅ ǍɃɐʔɅʌ ɐȒ ǪɐɅʌǸɅʌɾ ǍɅǱ 

a data quality whose global value far exceeds the sum of the parts, including the 

algorithmic correlations t hat can be established thanks to it. Hence, let us stress it 

ɾʌɶǍȡȓțʌʭǍʳṞ ʌțǸ ǍʌʌǸɃɳʌɾ ʌɐ ǸɾʌȡɃǍʌǸ ǸǍǪț ʔɾǸɶẏɾ ȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺ ǪɐɅʌɶȡǩʔʌȡɐɅ ʌɐ ʌțǸ 

creation of the value appropriated by data industries are incongruous (Casilli 2016).  

* Their cooperation, multipl ied by the number of applications available ( App Store , 

Google Play ), also dramatically boosts the algorithms, which represent the 

intangible asset of the platforms. The combination of these two effects fuels a 

virtuous upward spiral: the more applications  the platform offers, the more it attracts 

users; the more users there are, the more the platform attracts developers, 

improving the offer even more and attracting more and more consumers, and so on. 

For instance, this virtuous dynamic between users and ap p developers has played a 

fundamental role in the widespread of the iOS (Apple )/Android  (Google ) smartphone 

duopoly, despite the pioneer advantage that Nokia  and Blackberry  were able to gain 

at the beginning.  
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The Pioneer Advantage  law and the Winner -Take -All  law  

These two laws are strongly expressed in the platform economy. Indeed, the latter is 

characterized by periods of competitive effervescence and, at the same time, by very 

strong structural tendencies to create a monopoly. The result is a competition  

dynamic structured in three stages at the beginning, even if this kind of process 

often stops at the first two for a long time, without succeeding in destabilising the 

monopoly status solidly acquired.  

!ʌ ʌțǸ ǩǸȓȡɅɅȡɅȓṞ ʌțǸ ɳȡɐɅǸǸɶẏɾ ǪɐɃɳǸʌȡʌȡʬǸ ǍǱʬǍɅʌǍȓǸ is all the greater since, later, 

network markets are difficult to be penetrated, inasmuch as the suppliers and the 

demanders already fully benefit from the concentration of the network economies 

enabled by the platform. A pioneering platform on a market, thanks to a technical 

innovation or, more often, a commercial intuition, is thus in pole position in order to 

attract customers, and to increase its attractiveness and fame. In this framework, a 

number of different network effects combined together contrib ute to building entry 

barriers, preventing potential competitors from coming through. This progression 

leads to the second stage, concretizing the Winner -Take -All law thanks to the 

ǸɾʌǍǩȺȡɾțɃǸɅʌ ɐȒ Ǎ ɃɐɅɐɳɐȺʳ ɾʌǍʌʔɾ ɾǍȡǱ ẎȒɶȡɅȓǸẏ3, because it can let a mul titude of 

small businesses or cooperatives subsist in niche markets. Acquiring these 

monopoly statuses, and then protecting and reinforcing them, ends up in 

mobilising, in financial terms, all the energies in the firm for innovation efforts, often 

through predatory merger -acquisition policies, among which IPRs and abuse of 

dominant position are some of the key levers.  

But a status similarly acquired can still be vulnerable sometimes (stage 3).  The 

slightest variation in market share and number of users can drag a platform into an 

upward or downward spiral.  In this sense, one emblematic case in the mobile 

telephony is BlackBerry , whose market share collapsed when customers (and app 

developers) turned to iOS and Android  solutions.  This kind of dynamics, along with 

the uncertainties weighing on the market evaluation concerning the value of 

                                                        
3 A fringe monopoly is a particular type of monopoly that leaves a large number of small companies 
that form an atomized fringe comparable to a market of pure and perfect competition. For a more 
detailed definition of this concept, see Benhamou: 2003.  
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intangible asset, helps explain the strong instability and cyclical look of the platform 

economy.  

In particular, during a very first phase, which is temporary at the beginning , the 

Winner -Take -All law implies for the pioneering company an inevitable imperative: 

using all means possible to speed up internal and external growth, because this is 

the key to hopefully being able to dominate its market and impose its rules in the 

fut ure.  

However, this type of strategy involves both the well -known Dumping  (consisting in 

selling products at a price below the normal price or offering them free in order to 

have more users and potential profitable customers) and financing massive 

investme nts in order to buy potential competitors and increase its market power. 

This inevitably results in being often forced to face a debt and significant deficits for 

several accounting periods. Amazon  has, for example, experienced deficits for 

several years b efore being able to make profits. This is also the case for Uber  which, 

to support its strong growth, had to multiply the fundraising and the share issues. 

The result is that Uber  as a very high value [about 70 billion dollars Ṿ ǸǱȡʌɐɶẏɾ ɅɐʌǸṴṞ 

which, howe ver, for many observers is completely disproportionate if compared to 

its turnover and profits that it can hopefully accumulate in the future. Despite being 

aware of this non -standard situation, the upward spiral cannot stop. Indeed, the 

sums invested push  financial markets operators betting on Uber  to keep believing in 

it; and indeed if they do not support it anymore, the prices will collapse and the 

ȡɅʬǸɾʌɐɶɾ ʭȡȺȺ ȺɐɾǸ ǸʬǸɶʳʌțȡɅȓṝ ǍȺȺ ȡɅ ǍȺȺṞ ʭǸ ǍɶǸ ȡɅ Ǎ ʌʳɳȡǪǍȺ ẎToo Big To Fall ẏ ɾȡʌʔǍʌȡɐɅṞ 

since a very i ndebted one generally keeps its creditors hostage, and they entirely 

depend on its good health.  

Capitalist platforms in their initial growth strategy, based on indebtedness and 

lacking any profit, can, thus, take advantage of a financial asset which, in te rrible 

contrast to the cooperative models, makes it possible to limit them in market niches. 

We will come back to it. For now, let us just notice that one of the inevitable effects 

of the development logic of platform capitalism is the creation of speculat ive 

bubbles which can burst at the least violent or unexpected event, giving rise to panic 

and an opposite downward spiral.  
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In platform economy and data industries these factors intensify the tendency to 

produce economic rhythms which are very unstable and  characterised by the cycle 

described by the great theorist of the financial economy Hyman P. Minsky: boom, 

market euphoria, over -indebtedness, panic and crisis  

 

A profit model lacking investment and employment  

The fourth law or rather regularity of platfo rm capitalism concerns an organisation 

model of the productive activity almost opposite to the classic one operating in the 

conglomerates of the industrial capitalism. In the latter, the main tangible assets 

(e.g. machine tools, buildings, and so on) and r aw materials, which were tangible as 

well, (e.g. coal, oil, steel), were as essential as the employment of a stable wage 

labour force, located both in factories and corporate offices.  

In platform economy, there is an almost inverted model based on three ma in pillars.  

1) The main asset is intangible and it is represented, such as in the case of PageRank  

for Google , and EdgeRank  for Facebook  (at the beginning), by a main algorithm or 

pivot, articulated with other ones. In platform economy, an essential part o f the 

ȒȡɶɃẏɾ ǪɐɃɳǸʌȡʌȡʬǸ ǪǍɳǍǪȡʌʳ ȡɾ ǱǸʌǸɶɃȡɅǸǱ ǩʳ ȡʌɾ ǍǩȡȺȡʌʳ ʌɐ ǪǍȺǪʔȺǍʌǸ ǍɅǱ ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾ ʌțǸ 

continuous (structured and unstructured) information flow produced across the 

networks.  

2) In platform economy the main raw material is intangible and represented b y Big 

Data , used for different and, also, combined purposes, such as: organising their 

activity by coordinating the action of a multitude of economic agents; directly 

making the extracted and processed data the main product for sale in the form of 

advertis ing; selling it or buying it in the increasingly thriving Big Data market. For 

this we often consider Big Data  as the new lifeblood of contemporary economy, 

even though this comparison might be questionable in many aspects.  

 3) Apart from Amazon , of course , a third common pillar of the platform productive 

model is a very poor use of paid employment, for two main reasons:  

- fȡɶɾʌ ɐȒ ǍȺȺṞ ǩǸǪǍʔɾǸ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǱǍʌǍ ǸɾɾǸɅʌȡǍȺȺʳ ɶǸȺȡǸɾ ɐɅ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ǍɅǱ 

¸Ǹʌ ɾʔɶȒǸɶɾẏ ẎȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾ ʭɐɶȶẏ ǍǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ʌțǸ Ⱥogic of digital labour , which will be 
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later discussed in detail. Also, only a limited number of Big Data  specialists (data 

scientists) and programmers are involved in the development of the algorithms and 

in the processing of this raw material.  

- Secondly,  because the on -demand  platform economy most often resorts to 

workers who are at least formally independent and who own their production 

equipment, which significantly reduces the volume of wage labour but also the 

investments made by platform pivots such as Uber  or Airbnb . 

One last regularity, typical of a large number of platforms, including search engines 

and social networks, is the way in which the Internet and the intangible nature of 

their activities lend them a real transnational dimension, beyond an y kind of 

regulation and the territorial sovereignty of States as we know them.  

On this basis, GAFAM companies such as Google  and Facebook , but also Apple , are 

able to implement aggressive optim 4isation and/or tax evasion policies which 

account for a consi derable part of their profits and are very difficult to thwart 

(especially because of the lack of a permanent establishment, within the meaning of 

the old taxation system resulting from industrial capitalism).  

To sum up, the economic laws and regularities on which platform and the data 

industry economy depend can be rooted in production and profit models showing 

many original aspects, and whose four main actual examples are going to be 

immediately analysed: the ones of Google , Facebook , Uber  ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ẎʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏ ɐȒ 

the economy and Amazon . 

 

ᶯṣᶰṣ ÿțǸ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ ɃɐǱǸȺɾ ɐȒ 
Google  and Facebook : advertising and unpaid 
digital labour  
 

Google  and Facebook  profit models show analogies with conventional media 

models, such as TV, connecting adverti sers and platform users.  

                                                        
4 On this point see the detailed Collin Colin 2013 research report, also available in English: 
https://www.hldataprotection .com/files/2013/06/Taxation_Digital_Economy.pdf  

https://www.hldataprotection.com/files/2013/06/Taxation_Digital_Economy.pdf
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Two -sided market models are actually nothing new in human history: conventional 

media dating back to the industrial era, such as radio and television, had already 

adopted, since the 1970s, a financing model largely based on the sal e of advertising 

space to companies targeting the public of these media. So, in the late 1970s already, 

theoretician of the economy of communications Dallas Smythe argued that the time 

spent watching in front of the media, such as the television, could be considered as a 

working time ( audience labour ), meaning that if there were no audience no 

company would pay for advertising (Smythe 1977; 1981).  

This analogy is often emphasised by some theoreticians of the attention economy 

(Citton 2014) by mentioning the  famous statement by Patrick Le Lay, former 

ǪțǍȡɶɃǍɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǩɐǍɶǱ ɐȒ fɶǍɅǪǸẏɾ ȺǍɶȓǸɾʌ ǪɐɃɃǸɶǪȡǍȺ ɅǸʌ ẎÿfᶯẏṞ ǍǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ʭțȡǪț 

ʌțǸ ʌɶǍǱǸ ɐȒ ÿfᶯẏɾ ɃǍȡɅ ʌǍɾȶ ʭǍɾ ʌɐ ɾǸȺȺ ẎǍʬǍȡȺǍǩȺǸ ǩɶǍȡɅ ʌȡɃǸẏṣ ÿțǸ ǍɅǍȺɐȓȡǸɾ ǩǸʌʭǸǸɅ 

the two -sided TV model and the platform on e, however, give way to a key difference: 

in our opinion, if in the case of radio and TV the audience can be thought of as a 

product and the spectator is passive and is not a worker, what is today happening 

with digital labour  on online platforms is differ ent. This is also proved by the fact that 

in conventional television the advertising costs were determined by an essentially 

quantitative measurement of the audience, which, furthermore, remained barely 

known in qualitative terms.  

Differently from what use d to happen in the old television model, the Internet users 

are not only a product, because they are also especially active players in the 

platform: they are data and content prosumers . This last aspect, as highlighted by 

Abiteboul and Peugeot (2017), is c rucial in the operational model of two -sided 

markets on the new social media and in the development of data -industry 

ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃɾṞ ʭțǸɶǸ ʌțǸ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶẏɾ ɾȡǱǸ ȡɾ ȓȡʬǸɅ ǍȺɃɐɾʌ ǪɐɃɳȺǸʌǸȺʳ Ȓɐɶ ȒɶǸǸ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ 

user provides, in exchange, not money but their attention (Citton 2014; Lanham 

2006) and, most of all, information whose value can be increased by the platform on 

the other side.  

This change was possible because of the way in which Internet communication 

technologies enabled to turn upside down four main aspects,  which, according to 

Canadian researcher Marshall McLuhan (McLuhan 1964), characterised the 

ǪɐɅʬǸɅʌȡɐɅǍȺ ẎɃǍɾɾ ɃǸǱȡǍẏṞ ɅǍɃǸȺʳṝ 
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- ÿțǸ ʔɅȡȺǍʌǸɶǍȺ ẎɐɅǸ-to -ɃǍɅʳẏ ǪɐɃɃʔɅȡǪǍʌȡɐɅ ȡɾ ɳɐʌǸɅʌȡǍȺȺʳ ɾʔǩɾʌȡʌʔʌǸǱ ǩʳ Ǎ 

ɃʔȺʌȡȺǍʌǸɶǍȺ ẎǍȺȺ-to -ǍȺȺẏ ȺɐȓȡǪṣ 

- The logic accordi ng to which the public was not able to interact by using the 

message medium, always being an audience, is substituted by an increased 

interactivity, making it very difficult to close social media such as Facebook  and 

Google , in the economic models of club goods or artificially scarce goods, as it is the 

case for pay television or social networks targeting a specific audience, such as 

highly specialised meeting sites. This is why a model not based on content sale and 

ʌțǸ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ ȺɐȓȡǪ Ǎre accepted by the most important Web 

2.0 platforms, as an almost unavoidable datum.  

- The homogeneous universe of indistinguishable information, displayed according 

to predefined sequences, like the ones of television, is replaced by a multiplication of 

the points emitting information (through the sites or social network pages), 

following more flexible and multiple temporalities.  

The hierarchical world of conventional media reproducing the Fordist and punitive 

society traditional dichotomy between intellec tual work and manual labour, leader 

and performer, has been overthrown thanks to the development of a collective 

intelligence and the need for greater autonomy of the individuals.  

After a first development phase of the Internet, where these potentialities followed a 

bottom -up  and non -market logic, the rapid expansion of capitalist platforms and 

two -sided markets was grafted on these quantitative and qualitative changes. They 

have understood the potentiality of more and more interactive audiences, which 

enab les, beyond the simple logic of the audience, a more precise profiling for 

advertising effectiveness. This dynamic led to the massification of the Web 

according to a self -perpetuating logic nurtured by the exploding number of data 

that can be produced and recorded thanks to a growing number of Internet and 

mobile users (3.3 billion people operating on the Web);  

- Ever increasing powerful algorithms have enabled a tremendous growth of 

calculation and data analysis skills, to such an extent that a new Moore's  law 

concerning Big Data  processing skills is being discussed, turns not only into the 

chance of much more accurate audience profiling and customised advertising, but 
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also into the ability to perform economic market trends predictive analyses, surveys 

and political market monitoring, as well as the anticipation of epidemics, and so on.  

 As a result, the two main global platforms, Google  and Facebook , accounted for 

approximately 46.6 percent of the digital advertising market in 2017, with a turnover 

exceedin g $ 105 billion, distributed as follows: $ 72.69 billion for Google  and $ 33.76 

billion for Facebook . 

The common feature of their profit model is the combination of huge network 

economies and the massive use of the so -called free digital labour,  apparently  

ɳɶɐʬȡɅȓ ɶȡȓțʌ ʌțǸ ǪǸȺǸǩɶǍʌǸǱ ǍɅǱ ǪɐɅʌɶɐʬǸɶɾȡǍȺ ɾǍʳȡɅȓṝ ẌȡȒ ʳɐʔ ǍɶǸ Ʌɐʌ ɳǍʳȡɅȓ Ȓɐɶ ȡʌṞ 

ʳɐʔ ǍɶǸ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌẍṞ ȡȒ Ʌɐʌ Ǎ ʭɐɶȶǸɶ ʔɅǍʭǍɶǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸȡɶ ȶǸʳ ɶɐȺǸ ȡɅ ɳɶɐǱʔǪȡɅȓ ǱǍʌǍ ǍɅǱ 

contents to be exploited.  

We will come back to this controversial point in more det ail, after analysing Google  

and Facebook  ɃɐǱǸȺɾẏ ɃǍȡɅ ȒǸǍʌʔɶǸɾ ǍɅǱ ɾțɐʭȡɅȓ țɐʭ ʌțǸʳ ǸɅǍǩȺǸ ǍɅ ǸɃɳȡɶȡǪǍȺ 

validation of the economic laws of platform capitalism.  

 

1.2.1 The Google case: the platform of platforms or integrated 
global platform  
 
Google  is unque stionably the world leader in the apparently invincible field of search 

engines, as well as online advertising markets. It currently captures about 80 percent 

of the Web search and its revenues amounted to $ 89.5 billion in 2016. This turnover 

is almost en tirely composed by advertising revenues amounting to 67.39 billion in 

2016. How can we explain such a fast success, which has given Google  a monopoly 

position in less than 20 years?  

The network effect and Winner -Take -all laws were crucial. But, in order to  achieve 

this result, Google  has had to overthrow the old search engines ( Lycos, Yahoo!, 

Altavista ) which, at that time, shared Web searches in a very unstable situation of 

oligopolistic competition. It managed to do this by radically innovating the design  of 

the pivot algorithm of its search engine, the well -known PageRank . Breaking the 

conventional logic of the audience (number of words corresponding to the search), 

its page classification method was inspired by the logic of quotation belonging to 
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the aca demic world from which the founders, Sergey Brin and Larry Page, Stanford 

University graduates, came from. Instead of using (like Lycos, Altavista, Yahoo! ) a 

ranking method based on lexical chains showing the sites having the keyword in the 

greatest amount , PageRank  is aimed at detecting the quality of information on the 

basis of the links to other pages, according to the academic method of quoting. To 

understand this classification method, we have to remember that the Internet 

architecture is made up of a web of texts quoting each other via hypertext links. On 

these bases, PageRank  classifies at the top of its page the sites that have benefited 

the most hypertext links from other sites whose importance is also determined by 

the same principle (Cardon 2015).  PageRank  was developed in the mid -1990s by 

Larry Page and Sergey Brin (Vise and Malseed 2006), as part of a research partly 

funded by the National Science Foundation. So, in the patent which was quickly filed 

it is specified that the government has certai n rights on this invention.  

The first patent ( Method for Node Ranking in a Linked Database ) was indeed filed in 

January 1997 and registered on 9th January 1998. It is owned by Stanford University, 

which licensed the technology to Google  in 1998 (amended in  2000 and 2003), two 

months after it was founded. It was an exclusive licence until 2011, the exclusivity 

ending on a date from which other companies could have obtained licenses of use. 

The patent also had to become public in 2017. But, of course, in 2007  Google  had 

already taken precautions and filed a new PageRank  patent including a number of 

changes and improvements. In any case, even though it was not the only criterion, 

the PageRank  algorithm allowed Google  to obtain homogenous results, which were 

mor e relevant and qualitatively better than the ones produced by the other search 

engines at that time. Let us also remark the fact that, at the beginning, the calling in 

ʌɐ ɵʔǸɾʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶ ɾǸǍɶǪț ǸɅȓȡɅǸɾẏ ɃǍɶȶǸʌ ɳɐʭǸɶ ʭǍɾ ɾȺɐʭǸɶ ʌțǍɅ ʌțǸ ʌǸǪțɅȡǪǍȺ 

uphe aval and growth in the number of queries and users could have allowed. This is 

also due to the academic philosophy of pure and uncontaminated knowledge which 

initially inspired the founders of Google . At the beginning, they would always refuse, 

for the sak e of their post -illuminist dream (Ippolita 2012) of a global encyclopaedia 

containing all the knowledge in the world, to sell advertising space. This could 

probably have been possible if there had been a financing method more integrated 

into the public sec tor and the academic and associative organisations.  



  

 

H2020 ṾICT-2016-1                       DECODE D2.4 Data driven disruptive commons -based models  

20  

Nevertheless, in October 2000, they suddenly adopted an advertising -focused profit 

model with the launch of Google AdWords , a self-service advertising service 

characterised by a cost -per -click model based  on the auction sale. The price paid to 

Google  by advertisers, here, does not depend on the actual purchase of the 

advertised product or service, but on the clicks on the advertisements displayed ṽ 

ʌțǍʌ ȡɾṞ ʌțǸ ɃǸɶǸ ẎǍʌʌǸɅʌȡɐɅẏ ʔɾǸɶɾ ɳǍʳ ʌɐ ʌțǸɃ ṵǩʳ ǪțǍɅǪǸ, mistake or because 

actually interested). This turned a modest start -up into one of the most valuable and 

powerful digital giants in the world by market value. To create, expand and 

strengthen network economies in order to achieve a monopolistic position,  Google  

has embarked on a frantic race for internal and external growth. To increase the 

attractiveness and, therefore, the size of the network, it was necessary to multiply 

the two -sided market services and interfaces. To do this Google  has created an 

Int ernet portal including all kinds of features, such as: emails, applications, maps, 

images, and storage for products, but also a purely academic feature like Google 

Scholar . In this process, Google  has also had another great insight about technology 

and mar ket changes, opposite of what had happened for Microsoft  with the Web. It 

quickly realised that most computers would be quickly installed on mobile devices, 

and that the Internet would move from the realm of the PC to the one of 

smartphones and tablets. Le t us notice that the success of this strategy, whose pivot 

is Android , as PageRank  had been for the search engine, was based on a very 

ambiguous and controversial policy as far as intellectual property and (non -owner) 

Open Source were concerned.  

It resulte d in the final standardisation of Google  which, like other companies such as 

Microsoft  and IBM , cleverly combines ownership logic and the predation on  free 

software  technical resources and knowledge. In this way, on the one hand, Google  

developed the Andro id  project (after buying in 2005 a homonymous Open Source 

start -up) 5 on the basis of Linux , because of a fork , as to say an internal split in the 

GNU -Linux  project 6.  

                                                        
5 In February 2005 Google  acquired the start -up Android Inc .: it was able to take advantage of a fork of 
Linux  and Open  Source  resources.  
6 Android  has been profitable for Google  since October 5, 2010 and it s senior vice president believes that 
Android  will have created more than $ 1 billion in revenue by the end of 2010. According to Millennial 
Media, Android  generates more advertising revenue than iOS since October 2010.  
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At the same time, Sergei Brin encouraged the community of free software  

developers, promi sing them bonuses if they had contributed to the Android 

Developer Challenge . 

On the other hand, by breaking if not the Copyleft  law, at least the nature of the  free 

software , he grafted parts of proprietary programs on Android -Linux 7, to the point 

that in  the synthetic description of Wikipedia.it the mention is: Licensed Topology, 

free software  with owner counterparts. This combination of proprietary and free 

software  logic aimed at capturing the products and the power of the invention, as 

well as protecti ng themselves from competitors, went on in 2011, after purchasing 

Motorola Mobility . This strategy was primarily driven by the acquisition of Motorola ẏɾ 

large patent portfolio at a time when Google  strongly needed to strengthen its 

intellectual property ag ainst Apple ẏɾ ɐȒȒǸɅɾȡʬǸ ȺǸȓǍȺ ɾʌɶǍʌǸȓʳṣ uʌ ʭǍɾ ǪɐɃɳȺǸʌǸǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ 

purchase of approximately 2.000 IBM patents. Let us remind that we were, at that 

ʌȡɃǸṞ ʭȡʌɅǸɾɾȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ẎʌțǸɶɃɐɅʔǪȺǸǍɶ ʭǍɶẏ ɃɐʬǸǱ ǩʳ Apple  against Android  for 

intellectual property violation, an d against Samsung  - a battle that, despite Apple ẏɾ 

defeat, 8 is still open. Anyway, using this strategy, Google  entered the market of 

mobile communications, as successfully as we know: most major smartphone 

factories have progressively adopted Android  as a pre -installed operating system on 

their devices. As far as smartphone operating system sales worldwide are concerned, 

Google ẏɾ Android has been leading the global market since 2011, with an 80 percent 

market share in 2015. Apple ẏɾ iOS is instead in second place, with only 15 percent. The 

same is for the major Internet browsers: in this Apple vs. Google  war, which replaced 

the old one between Microsoft  and Apple , Google Chrome  was at the top of the list 

                                                        
7 When he launched Honeycomb (versio n 3.0 and 3.1 of Android ), Google  caused controversy because 
they decided not to release the source code, not keeping the promise of the operating system open 
source. Then they changed to version 4, keeping parts of the software partially closed however.  
8 A real patent war whose most important episodes are:  
- In 2008, Apple  had to recognise the authorship of the iPod  to Kane Kramer who had conceived since 
1979 a digital music player of which he had filed the patent.  
- After a complaint filed by Samsung  in August 2011, the United States International Trade Commission 
(USITC) has found that some iPhone, iPad  and  iPod  models violated the patents of the South Korean 
group. The USITC then banned their importation to the United States from Asia, where they are 
ma nufactured. In other words, it prevented the Californian group from selling its products in the US 
market. In January 2012, Apple  began a lawsuit against Android  for patent infringement 263 
ṵẎɳɶɐȓɶǍɃɃȡɅȓ ȡɅʌǸɶȒǍǪǸ ɐȒ Ǎ ɶǸǍȺ-ʌȡɃǸ ǍɳɳȺȡǪǍʌȡɐɅẏṶṣ 
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with about 51 percent at the end of 2015, while its mai n competitor Safari  followed it 

with 14.5 percent, followed by Bing  and Firefox  (around 6.8 percent). 9 

Finally, in 2015, Google  was reorganised as the largest subsidiary company of a larger 

financial or holding company, named Alphabet Inc . 

They were gradua lly switching to a conglomerate, a large multi -divisional 

ǪɐɶɳɐɶǍʌȡɐɅ ǍȡɃǸǱ Ǎʌ ʔɾȡɅȓ ȡʌɾ ẎʌɶǍɅɾʬǸɶɾǍȺȡʌʳẏ Ǎɾ Ǎ ʭǸǍɳɐɅ ȡɅ ɐɶǱǸɶ ʌɐ ǪɐɅɵʔǸɶ Ǎ 

hegemonic position in several High -Tech fields.  

In this reorganisation, the projects that were not part of Google ẏɾ core business were 

ǍɾɾȡȓɅǸǱ ʌɐ ɾǸɳǍɶǍʌǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅȡǸɾṣ ÿțǸɾǸ ɳɶɐȲǸǪʌɾṞ ɶǸȒǸɶɶǸǱ ʌɐ Ǎɾ ẎɐʌțǸɶ ǩǸʌɾẏṞ 

encompass a wide range of activities, including the most strategic project 

concerning Big Data  management, the urban planning of Smart Cities, intelligent 

build ing technology, autonomous cars and artificial intelligence. But, at the 

moment, the core business and profit model of Google  still relies on advertising.  

Google ẏɾ ȡɃɳɶǸɾɾȡʬǸ ǍɅǱ ǪɐɅɾʌǍɅʌ ɾʔɳɶǸɃǍǪʳ ȡɾ ȡɅǱǸǸǱ ǸɅɾʔɶǸǱ ǩʳ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓ 

revenues, depending on tw o factors:  

- The huge size of Google  network, including its search engine and YouTube , where 

advertising effectiveness is even more remarkable;  

- But also, as in the case of Android , Google ẏɾ ǍǩȡȺȡʌʳ ʌɐ ǍȺʭǍʳɾ ȶǸǸɳ Ǎ ɳȡɐɅǸǸɶȡɅȓ 

approach and attentively mon itoring the situation, also by making a large use of 

technological innovations, which are often external ( free software or start -up).  

So, the Google ẏɾ ɾʔǪǪǸɾɾ ȡɾ ȺǍɶȓǸȺʳ ǱʔǸ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ǸʲɳȺɐȡʌǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ free software , like Linux , 

Python  and MySQL  for data manage ment. It was also estimated that between its 

founding and October 2015, Google  acquired about 184 companies, spending at least 

$ 28 billion.  

Most of Google ẏɾ ǩǸɾʌ-known products come, indeed, from the purchase of services 

and products originally developed and provided by other companies, and then 

                                                        
9Atlasocio.c om, Les navigateurs internet les plus utilisés à travers le monde , 10/02/17. URL: 
https://atlasocio.com/revue/technologies/201 7/les -navigateurs -internet -les-plus -utilises -a-travers -le-
monde.php   

https://atlasocio.com/revue/technologies/2017/les-navigateurs-internet-les-plus-utilises-a-travers-le-monde.php
https://atlasocio.com/revue/technologies/2017/les-navigateurs-internet-les-plus-utilises-a-travers-le-monde.php
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merged into Google ẏɾ ǍȺɶǸǍǱʳ ǸʲȡɾʌȡɅȓ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌ ȺȡɅǸɾ ɐɶ ȡǱǸɅʌȡǪǍȺȺʳ ʔɾǸǱ ǍȒʌǸɶ ɾȡɃɳȺʳ 

renaming them.  

However, this large variety of services enables Alphabet  to benefit from a more and 

more growing user base, whose preferences, searches and data can be followed 

more and more efficiently in order to provide them with targeted and suitable ads. 

Google  would be able to track users on nearly 80 percent of the World Wide Web 

sites, thanks to the ever -growing number of thi rd -party domains, the best -known of 

which is probably YouTube , created in 2005 and bought by Google  in 2006. In 2015 

YouTube counted about 1.5 billion monthly active users with a turnover $ 4 billion (vs. 

74.5 billion for Google ). 

Almost all of YouTube 's content is produced by its users, using collective intelligence: 

personal content, online courses, movie trailers posted by studio channels, clips by 

recording industry channels or by freelance musicians. However, unlike search 

engines, YouTube ẏɾ ǪɐɅʌǸɅʌ Ǫɐmplexity leads Google  to pay part of its advertising 

revenues to few contributors with a complex set of conditions that would amount to 

just under $ 1 per 1.000 views (Dworczak et al.  2017). 

Finally, Google , and the economic -technological -financial ecosyst em built around 

Alphabet  as well, probably represents the most valuable embodiment of the two -

ɾȡǱǸǱ ɃǍɶȶǸʌɾ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ ǍɅǱ ɐɅȺȡɅǸ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓ ɾǍȺǸɾṞ 

according to a model largely relying on two unpaid forms of labour:  

- The first , a form of labour which is often and unjustly forgotten, is linked to a large 

number of technologies being captured from free software . It is enough to consider, 

from this point of view, what the price for a Linux  licence would have been if the 

latter had  been protected by a patent or at least subject to a Copyfair licence 

involving a financial compensation for the commercial use of free software ; 

- The second, which will be discussed in the conclusion of this chapter, is based on 

the use of digital labour  provided by the users of the platforms and its several 

functionalities.  
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1.2.2. The Facebook case: the network of social networks  
 
Born in 2004 and listed on the stock market in 2012, Facebook,  with just over 10,000 

employees, was ranked in the first half  of 2018 as the fifth largest company having 

the greatest market capitalisation. However, the scandal of Cambridge  Analytica  

made its shares fall by 15 percent. This mini -crash, which at the end of July worsened 

by another 14 percent, was accompanied by tw o other bad pieces of news: the 

number of users had stopped growing and, apparently, it even began to decline. 

Certainly, among the multitude of social networks that have invaded the cyber -

space since 2003, such as LinkedIn , Myspace , Second  Life , Flickr , YouTube , Twitter , it 

is still the undisputed world leader.  

Its turnover was $ 27.64 billion in 2016, with a profit of $ 10.4 billion, being more than 

a third of the turnover. 10 

Advertising revenues, also in this case, represent almost the total amount of its  

turnover and come more and more from mobile devices rather than from 

computers.  

No wonder advertisers are attracted to Facebook , which is second only to Google . 

Facebook , indeed, represents, due to its generalist and sociability -focused character, 

the net work  of social networks  and the space where it is possible to follow and 

ɳɐʌǸɅʌȡǍȺȺʳ ɶʔȺǸ ʌțǸ ɳɐɳʔȺǍʌȡɐɅẏɾ ǩǸțǍʬȡɐʔɶṣ 

Significant is, in these terms, a demonstrative action carried on in Berlin during 

which Facebook IDs were distributed, but also Mark Zuck ǸɶǩǸɶȓẏɾ ɃɐɶǸ ǍɅǱ ɃɐɶǸ 

explicit political ambitions.  

Facebook ẏɾ ɳɶɐȒȡʌ ɃɐǱǸȺṞ ȺȡȶǸ Google ẏɾṞ ȡɾ ǍɅ ȡȺȺʔɾʌɶǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ Ǎ ʌʭɐ-sided market based 

on digital labour . This model consists in providing essentially free services on one of 

the two sides, namely the us Ǹɶɾẏ ɐɅǸṣ uɅ ʌțǸ ǪǍɾǸ ɐȒ Facebook , these services are the 

tools of a virtual sociability managed by algorithmic machines channelling Ṿ giving 

at the same time the impression of reconciling them Ṿ the anthropological need for 

                                                        
10 NB. As a reminder, Google's 2015 annual revenue was $ 74.5 billion, with annual earnings of $ 23.4 
billion.  
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sharing and the one for measuri ng individual performance and reputation that 

derives from the postmodern and neoliberal ideology.  

In this way, data and contents are extracted in order to provide with raw material its 

main activity on the other side of the platform: selling online advert ising space to the 

companies. The main competitive advantage of Facebook , as a social network, 

derives, as we have already said, from its generalist nature, which enables it to play 

ʌțǸ ɶɐȺǸ ɐȒ ẎǪɐɅǱʔǪʌɐɶẏ ɐȒ Ǎ ɃɐɶǸ ǍɅǱ ɃɐɶǸ ǪʳǩǸɶɅǸʌȡǪ ɾɐǪȡǍǩȡȺȡʌʳṣ  

While the main function of Google ẏɾ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃɾ ǪɐɅɾȡɾʌɾ ȡɅ ɳɶɐȒȡȺȡɅȓ ȡʌɾ ʔɾǸɶ ǩʳ 

following their search as closely as possible, Facebook  and its algorithms, more 

insidiously perhaps, enter the private life of each individual, encouraging them to 

make it public, following and directing their sociability, their tastes, preferences, 

opinions, determining and measuring their reputation.  

This results in the ability to target advertising using a set of specific criteria that 

cannot be ensured by audience -based or speci alised media. With this in mind, 

Facebook  can have brands talk to friends, being as informal as friends normally are, 

while covering with gifts the best -known bloggers and offering editorial formats in 

which brands are hiding behind attractive and customis ed content (Cardon 2015; 

Ippolita 2007).  

As specified by Facebook  in its 2015 Annual Report, already cited in the previous 

CNRS report:  

ẌğǸ ǱǸɶȡʬǸ ǍȺɃɐɾʌ ǍȺȺ ɐȒ ɐʔɶ ȓɶɐɾɾ ɳɶɐȒȡʌ ǩʳ ɾǸȺȺȡɅȓ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓ ɾɳǍǪǸ ʌɐ ɃǍɶȶǸʌȡɅȓ 

specialists. Our ads enable marketin g specialists to reach people thanks to a variety 

of factors such as age, gender, location, interests and behaviours. [Plus,] Marketing 

specialists buy advertisements that can appear in several places, including 

Facebook , Instagram , and third -party apps an Ǳ ʭǸǩɾȡʌǸɾẍ ṵɳṣᶳṶṣ 

It could not be any clearer. We are in a situation where the users, while thinking of 

acting freely and expressing their personality, actually work for the network for free 

and help create the product (the advertising target) to be sold.  

 

ÿțǸ ɶǍǪǸ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸ ¶ǸʌǪǍȺȒǸẏɾ ȺǍʭ ǍɅǱ Winner -Take -all  law  
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As in the case of Google , the creation and sustainability of this advertising -based 

profit model involves a constant strengthening of network economies: the 

attractiveness of Facebook  and the effici ency of its algorithms both depend on 

them.  

Mutatis mutandis , even if a bit weaker in actual innovation, the mechanisms used by 

Facebook  to gain this dominant position in the advertising market on social 

networks are almost the same as those of Google . They first and foremost relied on 

open external growth and innovation in order to capture through financial levers 

ideas and innovations created elsewhere.  

In just over a decade, Facebook  has acquired 65 companies (including patents and 

talents) for a total a mount of more than $ 23 billion in investment, in order to gain a 

quasi -monopolistic position by taking over knowledge and devices created 

externally. More specifically, these mergers and acquisitions can be divided in three 

main segments, each one playing  a complementary role in a strategy aimed at 

gaining a dominant position in a two -sided market (focused on advertising and 

digital labour ). 

1) The first segment includes all the acquisitions aiming to improve Facebook  site 

functionalities such as Friend Fe ed , Likes , and Newsroom , Facebook ẏɾ ʌɶǍǱǸɃǍɶȶɾ 

since 2009.  

2) The second segment, like Google , includes the acquisitions needed to enter the 

smartphone industry and increase its hold over social networks.  

And it is in this field that we can find the compan ʳẏɾ Ƀɐɾʌ ǸʲɳǸɅɾȡʬǸ ȡɅʬǸɾʌɃǸɅʌɾṞ 

such as for instance in 2012 with the acquisition of Instagram  (a social photo -sharing 

network still operating using its own name, although some of its functionalities have 

been integrated into Facebook ) was purchased for $ 1 billion.  

The story of this acquisition, like the one of WhatsApp , is very interesting not only for 

its exorbitant cost, but also for its effects on social network governance, which each 

time resulted in a regression as far as data management and respect for privacy 

were concerned.  
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In particular, the acquisition of Instagram  by Facebook  has resulted in a change in 

the terms and conditions of use of the application, a change that would have given 

the application's producer the right to commercially exploit ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɳțɐʌɐȓɶǍɳțɾ ǍɅǱ 

cross user data between the two companies. But when the new conditions of use 

appeared on 18th December 18 2012, a large number of users protested, some even 

deleting their accounts.  

Instagram  spokespersons then said that their decis ion was misunderstood and 

cancelled. Nevertheless, Instagram  lost 4 million users between 19 th  and 26 th  

December 2012, figures denied by Facebook  (source: Wikipedia ), and other services 

experienced the same decline during the end -of -year period. But nothin g could stop 

business interests, which had to knee in front to Facebook ẏɾ ɐɅǸɾṣ 

In September 2015, Instagram  announced the advertising reopening to all 

ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾǸɶɾṝ ʌțǸ ɃǍȡɅ ȓɐǍȺ ʭǍɾ ʌɐ ǱȡʬǸɶɾȡȒʳ ¶Ǎɶȶ įʔǪȶǸɶǩǸɶȓẏɾ ɾɐǪȡǍȺ ɃǸǱȡǍ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸ 

sources and to turn Instagram  into a powerful social media advertising actor, 

playing almost the same role as Youtube  for Google . The story is more or less the 

same for the 2014 acquisition of WhatsApp,  estimated at $ 19 billion, of which $ 15 

billion in Facebook  shares, or ab out $ 350 million per employee, or $ 40 per user.  

Let us notice, once again, the mix -up in financial terms between use value and 

exchange value, social utility and economic value, running the risk of inevitably 

overestimating the profits of Facebook  and th e ones affiliated to it. The risk linked to 

stock market overcapitalisation, which is clearly disproportionate according to all 

real economy indicators, are obvious (turnover and profits, number of employees, 

and so on). This is even truer since « the valu e of online advertising itself regularly 

declines  » (Smyrnaios 2017: 116). 

As far as governance is concerned, it is worth remembering that also in this case 

WhatsApp  had publicly stated that its partnership with Facebook  would not change 

its privacy policy . 

However, two years later, on 25 th  !ʔȓʔɾʌ ᶰᶮᶯᶴṞ ȡʌ ʭǍɾ ğțǍʌɾ!ɳɳẏɾ ʌʔɶɅ ʌɐ ǍɅɅɐʔɅǪǸ 

the change in its terms of service, as to achieve two main objectives: a) improving 

user profiling relating to Facebook Ads ; b) enabling companies to send direct 

messages t o users of the messaging service.  
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3) The third segment, finally, concerns directly the implementation of Facebook ẏɾ 

advertising techniques. For this purpose, in 2013 the company absorbed and 

redesigned Atlas Solutions ẏ performance measurement platform, for merly owned by 

Microsoft , for broadcasting and advertising campaigns.  

To sum up, this analysis of the Facebook  model apparently confirms once again the 

economic laws of two -sided platform capitalism as well as the importance of the two 

pillars of its produ ctive model: the close link between the advertising market and the 

ǸʲɳȺɐȡʌǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ǸǪɐɅɐɃȡǸɾ ɃǍȡɅȺʳ ȺȡɅȶǸǱ ʌɐ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ȒɶǸǸ ȺǍǩɐʔɶṞ ʭțȡǪț ȺǸǍǱɾ ʔɾ 

to the controversy on digital labour . 

 

᷊Ṿ᷾Ṿ᷿Ṿ ÿțǸ ǪɐɅʌɶɐʬǸɶɾʳ Ǎǩɐʔʌ ȒɶǸǸ ǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ ȺǍǩɐʔɶ ǍɅǱ ɳɶɐɾʔɃǸɶɾậ 
work  
 

Google  and Facebook ẏɾ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡʬǸ ǍɅǱ ɳɶɐȒȡʌ ɃɐǱǸȺɾ ǩɶȡɅȓ ɐʔʌṞ ȡɅ ȡʌɾ ǪȺǸǍɶǸɾʌ ȒɐɶɃṞ 

the main feature characterising the political economy of Internet and data 

industries: the role of the so -called free digital labour  and more generally the 

ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶẏɾ ɐɶ ɳɶɐɾʔɃǸɶẏɾ ʭɐɶȶṣ 

This new form of labour, thanks to Web 2.0 and the rapid expansion of platform 

capitalism, has enabled Internet oligopolies to expand the boundaries of firms, by 

integrating the collaboration of its users or consumers, or, as they are more and 

more often called, prosumers  (this term being the contraction of the word 

ẎɳɶɐȒǸɾɾȡɐɅǍȺẏ ɐɶ ẎɳɶɐǱʔǪǸɶẏ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶǱ ẎǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶẏṶṣ 

This is what, in the economic and sociological literature, is analysed through the 

category of free digital labour . This concept (Terranova 2000; Pasquinelli 2008; Fuchs 

2012; Scholz 2012; Broca 2015; Casilli 2015; 2016) 11 is referred to the work, apparently 

both gratuitous and self -governing, performed, often unknowingly, by a multitude of 

                                                        
11 The genealogy of this concept is rooted in the work of the Frankfurt  Schoo l (Adorno, Horkheimer) 
about criticism of the cultural industry and, as already mentioned, the political economy of the Dallas 
ğǍȺȶǸɶẏɾ ǍʔǱȡǸɅǪǸ ṵᶯᶷᶵᶵṶṣ ÿțȡɾ Ǎʔʌțɐɶ ʭǍɅʌǸǱ ʌɐ ǪɐɃɳȺǸʌǸ !ǱɐɶɅɐẏɾ ǪɶȡʌȡǪȡɾɃ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɾʌǍɅǱǍɶǱȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ 
effects of the cultural indust ry, emphasising another main point: the big media made disappear the 
border between workers and consumers, because the audience was sold to the advertisers. This 
approach is undoubtedly a forerunner to the economics of attention and theories of digital lab our . 
However, as we pointed out, at the time, the relevance of this argument is undoubtedly somewhat 
forced, because the public remained in an essentially passive position, having no possibility to interact.  
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individuals on the Internet for the benefit of big Internet oligopolies and data 

industries. These one, but also more and more platforms stemming from the so -

called traditional economy, have managed to create ecosystems in which users 

participate in producing information ( Big Data ) and c ontent, which are then valued 

by the companies by advertising or selling other services. In this model, everything 

apparently happens as if the pivot of the platform had succeeded in imposing on 

users a kind of implicit exchange and tacit contract, formula ʌǸǱ Ǎɾ ȒɐȺȺɐʭɾṝ ẌȡȒ ȡʌẏɾ ȒɶǸǸṞ 

ȡʌẏɾ ǩǸǪǍʔɾǸ ʳɐʔ ǍɶǸ ǍǪʌʔǍȺȺʳ ǩɐʌț ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌɾ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾẍṞ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾṞ 

thanks to their collective activity, apparently free and playful, enable me to 

manufacture and sell it as such (by providing me data and conte nts, as well as, 

thanks to network economies, the market size needed to attract advertisers). 

Conclusion: insofar as this value is not redistributed to Internet users, 12 it can even be 

considered as an exploited work, both in the sense of the classical theo ɶʳ ɐȒ ʌțǸ Ȳɐǩẏɾ 

market value (Fuchs 2014) and in the one of the neoclassical theory of distribution, 

since the salary (which is actually absent) is by definition lower than its marginal 

productivity.  

This view has raised many controversies among digital ec onomy specialists (Conseil 

National du Numérique 2016), both for its theoretical basis and for its implications in 

terms of social justice and regulation of the Internet economy. To the idea that 

digital labour  could be considered in all respects not only as a job, but also as a 

productive work  creating value, are opposed several objections that we are now 

going to discuss, also showing some of their limits.  

1) A number of objections to the pertinence of the digital labour  concept might be 

formulated in the  following way: it is the intangible asset of the algorithm which, 

through an automated process, creates the intrinsic value. Digital labour , even 

admitting that it existed, would be in any case only a subaltern entity: it would be 

restricted to the positi on of simple producer of raw materials and would only have 

an auxiliary function in the automatic system of the algorithmic mega -machine.  

                                                        
12 If not in extremely small proportions, for exa mple for some video deposited on YouTube or some 
pages Facebook enjoying a particularly important reputation.  
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Broca (2017) well summarised all these arguments: « ÿțǸ Ậʭɐɶȶậ ʭǸ ǍɶǸ ʌǍȺȶȡɅȓ Ǎǩɐʔʌ 

(digital labour) only consists in ɳɶɐǱʔǪȡɅȓ ẬɶǍʭ ɃǍʌǸɶȡǍȺậ ẐǱǍʌǍẑ Ȓɐɶ Ǎ ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾṹ ʭțɐɾǸ 

basic procedures are performed by algorithms programmed by other workers. The 

user provides data to Google using his search engine; the algorithms of the 

Mountain View multinational company are responsib le for sorting, organising and 

enhancing them in the online advertising market » (Broca 2017: 8). And in support of 

his thesis, Broca refers to Dominique Cardon, according to whom it is data 

transformation « by a mechanism of aggregation, calculation, comp arison, filter, 

classification or recommendation that gives them meaning (for Internet users) and 

value (for the platforms) » (Cardon, in Cardon and Casilli 2015: 55). Finally, Broca goes 

on, « the role of the surfer sometimes seems to have become that of a mere 

auxiliary of the algorithms; it is certainly vital, nevertheless their function is rather 

subaltern in the process of producing value » (Ibidem ). 

This first round of criticisms about the thesis of digital labour  are affected by three 

main mistakes, even if we analyse it through the approach to the theories of the 

value of work to which Broca apparently claims to adhere.  

The first mistake consists in considering the intangible asset as incorporated in the 

algorithms, as an autonomous source of value c reation that could almost do without 

the activity of digital labour  by Internet users. Tangible assets cannot, as such, create 

new value, both on the basis of the classical labour theory of value and of national 

accounting conventions, according to which t țǸ ẎɅǸʌ ǍǱǱǸǱ ʬǍȺʔǸẏ ȡɾ ǸɵʔǍȺ ʌɐ ʌțǸ 

price of the product, after subtracting intermediate expenditure and the 

depreciation of tangible asset, which are also formed by software and algorithms. All 

in all, algorithms, like any other machine programmed to exe cute a set of 

instructions, just represent the old -fashioned and crystallised work, no matter if 

within an intangible technical device. Like a machine tool, they are only a condition 

of production  simplifying human labour and not an autonomous factor of va lue 

creation . They would be useless and would remain a futile resource without Internet 

ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ǪɐȺȺǸǪʌȡʬǸ ʭɐɶȶ ɳɶɐʬȡǱȡɅȓ ɶǍʭ ɃǍʌǸɶȡǍȺɾ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ɐɅǸ ɳǸɶȒɐɶɃǸǱ ǩʳ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃ 

programmers leading to the finished good.  
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The second mistake consists in arguing that the function of raw material producer 

would turn, in any case, digital labour  into a subaltern entity in the chain of value 

creation of the platforms.  

This statement can only leave us more doubtful in an age when we compare Big 

Data  to the new fuel for inf ormation capitalism. This almost sounds like a pure 

absurdity, if one thinks of the crucial results that exploitation and the discovery of 

new raw materials has had throughout the history of capitalism: it would be like 

saying that coal would have had a se condary function at the age of the First 

Industrial Revolution in England, or that oil was only a subaltern element in the 

civilisation of the automobile and Fordist growth.  

Finally, a third theoretical and historical mistake consists in lessening the role  of 

digital labour  in platform capitalism value creation, using as an excuse the fact that 

it would be a mere auxiliary of the algorithmic machine (programmed by computer 

engineers and the data scientists). The fact the Taylorist work performed by mass 

wor kers in the Fordist assembly line was also seen, by most sociologists or 

economists, as a mere auxiliary or annex to machines appears to be forgotten. 

However, no one would have dared to deny that it was precisely there, in that 

mechanical and repetitive a uxiliary activity that the heart of the value creation 

process the Fordist age was located.  

2) A second round of critical objections to the pertinence of the concept of digital 

labour  concerns its incompatibility with the anthropological basis of the so -called 

work. In other words, digital labour  theoreticians would present as work some 

activities that common sense does not consider as such, this concept being 

separated from the modern philosophical definition of work as a conscious and 

voluntary activity ( Broca 2017). This statement according to which digital labour  is 

not a real work knowingly directed by the worker towards a certain goal is lacking of 

three essential points (and it also misunderstands the Hegelian legacy of the 

definition of labour).  

Firs t of all, common sense, even less than the subjective consciousness of the 

concept of work, does not make the latter real, of course: it is rather the work as an 

act, as a part of social relationships and institutions, which can make it more or less 
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visibl e and known. There are plenty of historical examples of activities fully meeting 

the criteria of an anthropological definition of work, and to which, however, neither 

common sense  nor the consciousness of its actors acknowledge this status.  

Thus, in the er a characterised by modernity, colonisation, and the discovery of work 

as the essence of humankind, there is no doubt this concept was foreign to the 

ǪʔȺʌʔɶǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ Ẏ¸Ǹʭ ğɐɶȺǱẏẏɾ țʔɅʌǸɶɾ-gatherers communities. Being intertwined with 

other social activities,  their work could not be separated as a single act. 

Consequently, these communities would not have even been able to understand 

that their productive and reproductive activities could be qualified as work in the 

Western sense of the term. And, indeed, nobo dy would tell them, in order to be able 

to decree that their common lands corresponded to a res nullius  of which settlers 

could freely take possession.  

¬ȡȶǸʭȡɾǸṞ Ǎɾ Ǎ ʭȡǱǸ ȒǸɃȡɅȡɾʌ ȺȡʌǸɶǍʌʔɶǸ țǍɾ ɾțɐʭɅṞ ʌțǸ ȒɶǸǸ ǩʔʌ ǸɾɾǸɅʌȡǍȺ ʭɐɃǸɅẏɾ 

reproductive work has been made invisible both to society and to their own 

awareness for a long time and, often, even today (Federici 2004; 2011). Last but not 

least, many wealth creating activities are not recognised as real work still today, 

neither by common sense, nor by na tional accounts, for the simple fact that they do 

not correspond to the standards of the wage relation and GDP measurement. This is 

for example the case of free software commons  or volunteers in the third sector 

economy.  

This lack of awareness is not, in a ny case, a peculiarity of digital  labour . This problem 

of identification and recognition as far as work is concerned is all the greater as 

ǪǍɳȡʌǍȺȡɾʌ ɃɐǱǸɶɅȡʌʳ ǍɅǱ ɃǍɶȶǸʌ ȺɐȓȡǪẏɾ ǱǸʬǸȺɐɳɃǸɅʌ țǍʬǸ ǪɐɅʌɶȡǩʔʌǸǱ ʌɐ 

progressively causing a major mix -up. We are talking about the assimilation of the 

concept of work, in its anthropological meaning, and the concept of labour -

employment , which in turn expresses a subaltern activity whose execution mode 

and purposes are externally dictated (Gorz 1988; 2007).  

In a long  tradition of philosophical and economic thought dating back to the 

Aristotelian distinction between use value and exchange value, and which will be 

ȒʔȺȺʳ ǱǸʬǸȺɐɳǸǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ ǪɶȡʌȡǪǍȺ ʌțǸɐɶȡǸɾ ɐȒ ǍȺȡǸɅǍʌȡɐɅ ṵĞǸɶǪǸȺȺɐɅǸ ᶰᶮᶯᶲṶṞ ʌțǸ ẎɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅ 

ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾẏ ȡɅ ʌțǸ Ǫapitalist enterprise can be seen as two -faced: as a matter of fact, it is 
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the contradictory unity of the labour process  (or real work) and of the valorisation of 

capital  (abstract work). Taking into account this two -folded aspect is crucial to 

understand t he nature and sense of digital labour . 

The first face, the labour process , actually corresponds to the way in which men, 

reproducing their existence conditions, cooperate and use their intelligence and 

(tangible and intangible) tools to meet their needs an d express their subjectivity. It is 

a universal condition of human work which is accepted in all types of society, and it 

corresponds to the anthropological definition of work.  

So, as far as labour process  is concerned, digital labour  unquestionably presen ts 

itself, in most cases, as a conscious and freewill activity aimed at producing useful 

ʌțȡɅȓɾ ṵʔɾǸ ʬǍȺʔǸɾṶ ǍɅǱ Ǎʌ ǸʲɳɶǸɾɾȡɅȓ ȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺɾẏ ɾʔǩȲǸǪʌȡʬȡʌʳ ǍɅǱ ǪɶǸǍʌȡʬȡʌʳṣ ÿțȡɾ ȡɾ 

probably the case when, for example, we do an action as simple as searching 

som ething on Google  to find out how to make a meal or about the history of a city, 

to create a bibliography on an academic subject, or send a message in order to 

organise an event on Facebook . 

On the other hand, the second face, the process of valorisation , is the way in which 

the company reorganises the labour process  and subordinates it to its 

organisational goal: making profit by producing and selling goods. Now, these two 

faces of the capitalist production process can be dissociated and they do not 

necessa rily appear simultaneously, a far as the actors may know. This dissociation 

can be illustrated by two extreme and opposite examples.  

The first example is the one of the assembly line salary employee, so well played by 

Charlie Chaplin in his Modern Times . In his activity, he could only perceive the one 

side of the valorisation process, that is to say, the side concerning an abstract, 

mechanical, repetitive work enslaved to an external goal, taking away any kind of 

interest from his real work, as well as any  possibility of expressing his inventiveness 

and subjectivity. Working, thus, for the assembly line worker is nothing but as a way 

ʌɐ ɃǍȶǸ Ǎ ȺȡʬȡɅȓṞ ǍɅǱ țȡɾ ẎȒɶǸǸǱɐɃẏ ɐɅȺʳ ǩǸȓǍɅ ɐʔʌɾȡǱǸ ʭɐɶȶȡɅȓ țɐʔɶɾṣ ÿțǸ ǍʭǍɶǸɅǸɾɾ 

ɐȒ ʭɐɶȶẏɾ ǍɅʌțɶɐɳɐȺɐȓȡǪǍȺ ɳǸɶɾɳǸǪʌȡʬǸ ʭǍɾ almost deleted.  

It is interesting to notice the way in which this concept of work, assimilated to a 

subaltern and alienated labour, has become a pillar of the neoclassical theory of the 
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labour market which considers work as a mere disutility  in opposition  to leisure  

(represented by consumption and the so -called spare time).  

The second example is perfectly embodied by the Internet prosumer  who, instead, 

gets the impression of accomplishing only an activity for himself/herself, this activity 

appearing self -determined and almost always related to his/her free time. The result 

is paradoxical. On the one hand, the prosumer  does not consider his/her activity as a 

real job, since it does not apply to the dominant social norm of paid and subordinate 

labour -employme nt . On the other hand, he/she feels it as an act whose goal and the 

result he/she does master, according to the anthropological definition of work. From 

this point of view, what is lacking in digital labour  is above all the awareness about 

the way in which  ɳɶɐɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ʭɐɶȶ ȡɾ ǍȺɾɐ ɳǍɶʌ ɐȒ Ǎ ʬǍȺɐɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾ ɶʔȺǸǱ ǩʳ ǍɅ 

external will towards a hidden goal: the production of goods and the valorisation of 

capital.  

This cognitive discordance is all the stronger as the operational mode of large social 

network s, like Google  and Facebook , despite the huge power concentrated in them, 

is very different from that of the Leviathan, giving the orders of the disciplinary 

society  described by Michel Foucault. It is more similar to the description that Gilles 

Deleuze ga ve about the rise of a society of control , that is to say, an invisible 

technical environment enabling everywhere everyone of us to have a direction, 

apparently without any constraints, as Cardon recalls (2015).  

One could even say that we are in front of Ǎ ȶȡɅǱ ɐȒ ɶǸǍȺȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǍɅʳ ɃǍɅǍȓǸɶẏɾ ɐɶ 

ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ǱȡɶǸǪʌɐɶẏɾ ʔʌɐɳȡǍṝ ʌɐ țǍʬǸ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾ țǍʬȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ȡɃɳɶǸɾɾȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǩǸȡɅȓ ʭɐɶȶȡɅȓ 

only for themselves, while achieving a hetero -determined goal by imprisoning 

themselves in freewill slavery (Gorz 1997). This impres sion of doing nothing but a 

freewill activity, with no relation with domination and exploitation, is also 

strengthened by the way in which prosumers apparently benefit at no cost from a 

wide range of computer tools and services offered by the platform. Thi s element is, 

indeed, the main argument of another criticism about the thesis of digital labour  

often made by managers or platform communication services.  

3) A third round of objections to the pertinence of the concept of digital labour  

actually relies on the existence of a natural compensation which would do more 
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than compensating for the user data exploitation carried on by platforms. This would 

wipe out the nature of unpaid invisible work attribute to digital labour . 

This apparently unstoppable objection , if closely examined, shows a major weakness. 

If one thinks from the point of view of the valorisation process  planned by 

merchantable -gratuitousness -centred platforms, the argument of the remuneration 

or natural compensation is presented under a very dif ferent light. Indeed, 

infrastructural and informational tools provided by platforms play a role almost 

comparable to the one played by the means of production provided by any 

conventional business to its employees, so that the latter can carry out the task s 

under their supervision. However, nobody would think for a moment of being able to 

say that in a factory, for example, the use of machine tools or other production tools 

owned by the company could constitute the fair compensation offered to the 

employees  for free.  

This remark is all the truer if one thinks of the fact that an account on Facebook , 

Google+  or Twitter , is not owned by the user: it is only a space made available by the 

platforms with his/her consent to give them the data he/she produces, in order to 

improve the algorithms and to profile the users on the basis of their behaviours, 

traces, and so on. The user runs the risk of being banned from the network at any 

time and being denied access to their page or account. Moreover, always by 

contract , in a platform like Facebook  the user has to dispose the co -ownership of the 

data and contents that he/she has produced, 13 in the form of a free and almost 

ǸʲǪȺʔɾȡʬǸ ȺȡǪǸɅǪǸ ṵǸʬǸɅ ȡȒ ʌțǸ ǪɐɅʌɶǍǪʌ ɾǍʳɾ ʌțǸ ɐɳɳɐɾȡʌǸṶṣ ĆɾǸɶɾẏ ȒɶǸǸ ǍǪǪǸɾɾ ʌɐ 

Facebook ẏɾ ɐɶ Goog leẏɾ ɃǸǍɅɾ ɐȒ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅ ȡɾ ʌțʔɾ ɾʔǩȲǸǪʌ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ɶȡȓțʌ ʌțǸ 

company has to take over the fruit of their activity. Despite the absence of 

remuneration, we are here in front of an essential common feature to digital labour  

and to the canonical definition of th e wage contract, the one of the worker 

renouncing the ownership of the product of their work.  

All in all, the apparently autonomous and playful activities carried out in the 

framework of digital labour  are actually subject to contractual standards and 

spec ific protocols leading the behaviours towards the profitability objectives of the 

                                                        
13 Which will be not deleted, even if the user closes their account.  
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company and make digital labour  similar to a subaltern form of work (Fuchs 2014). 

According to Casilli, digital labour  would fulfil, in particular, three conditions that are 

also specific to any wage labour in the market sector: « to create value (taken over 

by the owners of large technological companies); to supervise participation (by 

setting obligations and contractual constraints to the contribution and cooperation 

contain ed in the general terms and conditions), to measure (by means of indicators 

of popularity, reputation, status, etc.)  » (Cardon and Casilli 2015: 13).  

To conclude, it is important to notice how three recent evolutions in the debate 

concerning the productive  models and the rules of platform capitalism and data 

industries seem to plead the recognition of the importance of the thesis of digital 

labour . 

The first one is focused on the multiplication of empirical researches which made it 

possible to highlight the  similarity between the activities gratuitously carried out by 

Social Web users and the tasks performed by the workers paid per -piece on the gig  

economy micro -job platforms (Lehdonvirta and Mezier 2013; Casilli 2015; Ciccarelli 

2018). In this framework, a special attention has been paid to the marketplace 

platform Amazon Mechanical Turk  (MTurk ), which today has a half million workers 

worldwide. Many of the tasks performed by Mechanical Turk  workers correspond to 

the so -called Human intelligence  tasks  design ed to help and train algorithmic 

machines in functions that they are not yet able to perform autonomously or more 

efficiently than human intelligence. The analysis of this micro -job platform thus 

showed two major interesting facts:  

The algorithm, as we hav e already said, is not an autonomous source of value 

creation that could do without any labour. « The activity that today fuels digital work 

is not only carried out by an  artificial intelligence, but by legions of men and women 

in front of personal compute rs all over the world ... The algorithm flourishes thanks 

to the value produced by a workforce  » (Ciccarelli 2018: 24).  

Most of the paid tasks on MTurk  are very similar to those free -from -work -stress 

digital behaviours of free digital labour : « writing sho rt comments, clicking, looking 

at photos or videos » (Casilli 2015: 13). Indeed, Casilli goes on, « at the beginning, 

ẬʌʔɶȶǸɶɾậ Ǳɐ Ʌɐʌ ȓǸʌ ʌțǸ ȡɃɳɶǸɾɾȡɐɅ ʌțǸʳ ǍɶǸ ʭɐɶȶȡɅȓṾ =ʔʌ ǍȺȺ ʌțǸȡɶ ǪȺȡǪȶɾ ǍɅǱ 
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behaviours are algorithmically recomposed in order to produ ce specific services: 

structured databases, corpora of contents, and so on » (Ibidem ). In short, the 

umpteenth prophecy of the end of work, which the algorithmic automation would 

be responsible for, hides the reality of an extended work penetrating all the  

meanders of social life, though through new unpaid or precarious and underpaid 

forms, which destroy the regulation norms and the social cohesion of the wage 

labour society inherited from Fordism.  

The second evolution of the debate on digital labour  and da ta industries is driven by 

the reflection on the thorny issue of a tax reform adapted to the new situation of the 

digital economy, a tax reform able to provide an indicator for the value created and, 

therefore, the taxable base in a given territory. The st akes are all the greater because 

it is estimated that in the European Union the big Internet oligopolies pay a 

ridiculous tax on company profits, between 0.36 percent and 0.82 percent for Google  

and between 0.03 percent and 0.1 percent for Facebook . 

For exǍɃɳȺǸṞ ȡɅ fɶǍɅǪǸṞ ʌțǸ >ɐȺȡɅ ǍɅǱ >ɐȺȺȡɅẏɾ ṵᶰᶮᶯᶱṶ ɶǸɳɐɶʌṞ ȒɐǪʔɾȡɅȓ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǩȺǸɃ 

ɐȒ ǩȡȓ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ɐȺȡȓɐɳɐȺȡǸɾẏ ʌǍʲǍʌȡɐɅ ṵɾʔǪț Ǎɾ Google  and Facebook ), highlights two 

narrowly intertwined problems: the one concerning their practices of optimisation 

and tax av oidance, favoured by the global nature of their activity and the lack of 

fiscal uniformity; the other regarding the objective difficulty in identifying a criterion 

aimed at identifying precisely both indicator and place of creation of the added 

value, a pr oblem based on the separation between the places of data production 

and consumption and the other activities organised by the platforms.  

To help find a solution to these dilemmas, the Colin -Collin report recommends 

redefining the notion of permanent establ ishment, which is no longer to be defined 

on the basis of the location of the registered offices of a company but on that of the 

place where the value is created. How to do so? By redefining the definition of 

permanent establishment, which is to be conside red as an activity carried out 

through the regular monitoring and exploitation of data produced by Internet users 

in the territory of a given State.  

However, as Casilli (2015: 40) correctly points out: « Recognising the stability of these 

ǪɐɃɳǍɅȡǸɾậ ǸɾʌǍǩlishment on the basis of the data produced by their users means 
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recognising their digital labour . The need to impose it does not depend on a 

company being established in a certain country, but it relies on the fact that there 

are millions of citizens perfo ɶɃȡɅȓ ẬȡɅʬȡɾȡǩȺǸ ǍɅǱ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾ ʭɐɶȶậ Ȓɐɶ ʌțȡɾ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ». 

The third evolution extends the debate to matters of fiscal sovereignty and state 

revenue by considering the more general issue of a more equitable distribution of 

added value between wages and prof its. How to redistribute some of the profits that 

GAFAM and other platforms are now taking advantage of, thanks to the exploitation 

of data and the use of a huge amount of gratuitous work?  

Several suggestions have made to answer this question.  

A first roun d of suggestions is based on the idea of paying individual remuneration 

to users, either in the form of a salary (Ross 2012), or through a system of micro -

royalties in exchange for the right to use data or other content, such as in the case of 

patents or  copyrights (Lanier 2014). Thus, the key to solving the problem would be in 

ʌțǸ ɐȺȡȓɐɳɐȺȡǸɾẏ ǱǸɾȡɶǸ ʌɐ ɶǸɃʔɅǸɶǍʌǸ ʌțǸ ʬǍȺʔǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǱǍʌǍ ȓǸɅǸɶǍʌǸǱ ǩʳ ʔɾǸɶɾ 

according to an individual estimation of the value of data and user productivity, 

following the MTurk  micro -Ȳɐǩɾẏ ȺɐȓȡǪṣ 

These approaches cause two main problems. On the one hand, the payment of 

micro -royalties for any content, message, online activity means accepting the 

possibility to commercialise personal data, even the most intimate ones, with the 

riɾȶ ɐȒ Ǎ ɶǸǍȺ ǱɶȡȒʌ ʌɐʭǍɶǱ ʌțǸ ẌɳɶȡʬǍʌȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ privacy ẍṣ ÃɅ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶ țǍɅǱṞ ȡɅ ǩɐʌț 

!ɅǱɶǸʭ éɐɾɾẏɾ ǍɅǱ ¬ǍɅȡǸɶẏɾ ɾʔȓȓǸɾʌȡɐɅɾṞ ʌțǸ digital labour remuneration relies on an 

individual basis that not only leads to underestimate the amount of remuneration 

(by r educing it to micro -payments of few cents or dollars), but to deny the 

intrinsically collective dimension of value and wealth created by Internet users 

through their interactions in a network economy.  

In this perspective, Casilli is completely right when h e highlights how, in spite of 

their general personal nature, the data and results derived from them by algorithmic 

treatment, « are not the responsibility of private property, but the product of a 

common, of a community. Therefore, the remuneration should try to give back to 

the commons what has been extracted from the commons  » (Casilli 2015: 40 -41). 
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The real issue, therefore, is about bringing back the value extracted from a 

community to the very community that made it emerge and understanding how, 

beyond  a mere matter of distributive justice, this wealth should be used. In this way, 

the problem of digital labour  joins the wider reflection on the suggestion of a basic 

universal income, thought as a primary income and as an essential instrument for 

the sust ainability of an alternative model based on the common , subject which we 

will discuss in more detail in the conclusion of this report.  

To conclude, it should be noticed that despite the relevance of the concept of digital 

labour , we have been wary about th ose views tending to make every moment of our 

ȺȡʬǸɾ Ǎ ɶǸǍȺȡʌʳ ǪɐɃɳȺǸʌǸȺʳ ɾʔǩȲǸǪʌ ǍɅǱ ẎʬǍȺɐɶȡɾǸǱẏ ǩʳ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ǪǍɳȡʌǍȺȡɾɃṣ uɅ ɳǍɶʌȡǪʔȺǍɶṞ 

(on this point Cardon is absolutely right) we must not forget the extent of resistant 

and counter -conduct behaviour to i nstruments of social control that individuals 

adopt on the Internet, undermining this project (Cardon 2015: 103) and creating 

alternatives.  

 

ᶯṣᶱṣ ÿțǸ ɃɐǱǸȺ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 
economy and on -demand platforms: back to 
digital putting -out systems?  
 

The development of sharing and on -demand  platforms has been dazzling since the 

2010s, also thanks to the new possibilities offered by the development of mobile 

applications. Despite strong growth, they still remain, as for example in France, a 

quite margina l economic reality, excluding accommodation and, especially, mobility. 

The volume of business of the hundreds of employment platforms is estimat ǸǱ Ǎʌ ặ 

7 billion per year in France.  

But before looking at a more precise description of on -demand  platforms, often also 

called labour platforms, it is useful to recall the socio -historical conditions that, at the 

beginning, gave rise to the growth of the  much larger archipelago of the so -called 

sharing economy.  

The combination of increasing individual autonomy and the power of the Internet 

has made it possible to progressively widen the function logic of social networks to 
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new forms for coordinating produ ction and exchanges within the framework of the 

so-called peer -to -peer  ǸǪɐɅɐɃʳṣ ÿțǸɾǸ ɅǸʭ ẌɃʔȺʌȡʌʔǱȡɅǍȺẍ ɳɐʌǸɅʌȡǍȺȡʌȡǸɾ ɃǍʳṞ 

however, give rise to very different economic models that can be summarised 

through two polar forms of organisation, still coexisti ng and competing in the 

sharing economy.  

The first one, because of its historical appearance, follows non -profit logic. The 

exchange is non -market -based or is, in any case, led by a purpose which is the 

satisfaction of the needs of collectivities following  the C -M-C (Commodity -Money -

Commodity) circle, where the currency is just a facilitator for exchanges. This first 

model has its ancestor in the LETS ( Local Exchange Trade System ) and is based on a 

community that brings together a set of human tangible and intangible resources, 

ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ǍȡɃ ɐȒ ȡɅǪɶǸǍɾȡɅȓ ȡʌɾ ɃǸɃǩǸɶɾẏ ʔɾǸ ʬǍȺʔǸɾ ǍɅǱ ʭǸȺȒǍɶǸṞ ǍʬɐȡǱȡɅȓ ɳǸɶɾɐɅǍȺ 

enrichment and the profitability of a company (Bove 2017). The solidarity and no -

profit model of LETS systems 14, which sometimes have been turned into di gital 

platforms, has represented in almost every segment of the peer -to -peer  economy 

the origin of the first sharing economy networks, involving exchange of goods and 

services, the sharing of skills, mutual aid, carpooling, apartment exchange, and so on.  

It is now a minority because it has not been able to fight the competition with the 

sharing economy  and on -demand  capitalist platforms.  

The second form is based on a profit -oriented logic, according to the M -C-M' (Money -

Commodity -Money) cycle, where M' > M, because M' contains a surplus compared to 

M. Its rise, at the beginning, mostly relied on the ability to recover and impose itself 

with a role of market intermediary in the organisation of activities that had 

previously developed in the non -commercial f ields and peer -to -peer  networks. All in 

all, in this case too, catching the power of invention and the cooperation forms 

based on the common  was the starting point of on -demand  platform capitalism. On 

this basis, later on, these platforms also succeeded in  destabilising the former 

                                                        
14 EǸʬǸȺɐɳǸǱ ɃǍȡɅȺʳ ǱʔɶȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ᶯᶷᶷᶮɾṞ ʌțǸɶǸ ǍɶǸ ɾʌȡȺȺ Ǎǩɐʔʌ ᶳᶮ ẌñM¬ẍ ȡɅ uȺǸ ǱǸ France, 500 or more in the 
rest of France, for example: http://www.intersel -idf.org/2 -Adresses -des -SEL/6-
Permanences/Permanence -du -SEL-de -Paris   
 

 

http://www.intersel-idf.org/2-Adresses-des-SEL/6-Permanences/Permanence-du-SEL-de-Paris
http://www.intersel-idf.org/2-Adresses-des-SEL/6-Permanences/Permanence-du-SEL-de-Paris
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monopolies in the private commercial economy, particularly in the mobility, delivery 

and accommodation sectors.  

In this context, their current growth potential is undoubtedly considerable, notably 

for their ability to destabilise  old monopolies and reorganise them on the basis of 

new principles of intermediation  and profit. In this respect, we emphasise the term 

new ẬȡɅʌǸɶɃǸǱȡǍʌȡɐɅậ because platforms are often considered as the product of a 

disintermediation  of the supply of certa in services, given that the opposite is true: 

either they introduce intermediation where it did not exist (as in peer -to -peer  

services) or they replace former direct operators in the market or old forms of 

intermediation with new forms of digital intermedi ation. In this strategy, as we are 

going to see, they can take advantage of three essential competitive advantages 

compared to other firms operating in the same sector: the reduction in transaction 

costs, labour costs and investment costs related to fixed assets.  

A reminder of this logic -historical sequence is extremely important to understand 

the historical specificity of the organisational mode of on -demand  platforms, as well 

as their strengths and their weaknesses, and also the conditions of a renewed 

alternative based on the return of the commons  and the platform cooperativism.  

The terms of this alternative can be summarised in terms of organizational theory as 

follows: while the common  constitutes the attempt to constitute a mode of 

production alternati ve to both the hierarchy and the market in the coordination 

forms, the on -demand  platform capitalism would like to carry out a similar but at, 

the same time, opposite operation, as it aims to merge and internalise these two 

mechanisms, the hierarchy and th e market, into one and only mechanism for 

capturing the value and organisation of work.  

 

General characteristics of the sharing economy  or on -demand  economy 

capitalist platforms  

The main objective of the sharing  or on -demand  economy platforms is to favour  a 

direct and explicit market connection between users and service providers by 



  

 

H2020 ṾICT-2016-1                       DECODE D2.4 Data driven disruptive commons -based models  

42 

capturing the maximum added value thanks to the combination of three narrowly 

intertwined devices structuring their profit model and organisation of work:  

- The levy on each co mmission transaction, possibly associated with fixed tariffs, 

which indeed in working comes to establish the remuneration of the work and the 

division between earnings and profits of the platforms.  

- If also in on -demand  ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃɾ ʌțǸ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾ ʭɐɶk of the free digital labour  

plays in several respects an important role, the gist of the creation of value relies on 

ẎǪɐɅʌɶȡǩʔʌɐɶɾẏ ʭțɐ ǍɶǸ ȒɐɶɃǍȺȺʳ ȡɅǱǸɳǸɅǱǸɅʌ ǍɅǱ ɶǸɃʔɅǸɶǍʌǸǱ ɳǸɶ ɳȡǸǪǸ ʭɐɶȶ ṵǪǍȺȺǸǱ 

self -entrepreneurs  or auto -entrepreneurs ). This makes i t possible to bypass the 

guarantees linked to the classic status of paid work. The platform can, thus, pass to 

the workers a large part of the risks (sickness, work accident) and wage costs (such 

as social security contributions) related to their productiv e activity, without 

forgetting the drastic reduction of the fixed costs linked to the ownership of the 

means generally made available in a traditional enterprise by the employer.  

- The third is, finally, a minimum investment in tangible assets, which is al so mainly 

made by independent providers. In on -demand platforms, such as Google  and 

Facebook , the main fixed asset is intangible and it is constituted by a central or pivot 

algorithm that is private and closed. It is on the impersonal power of algorithms t hat 

the ability to process the torrent of data depends, a torrent of data that, also for on -

demand  platforms, represents the main raw material they use for different 

purposes: matching supply and demand and coordinating the activity; fixing rates; 

evaluati ng and ordering auto -ǸɅʌɶǸɳɶǸɅǸʔɶɾẏ ʭɐɶȶṞ ɃǍȶȡɅȓ ʌɶǍɅɾǍǪʌȡɐɅɾ ɃɐɶǸ 

reliable, or, to a lesser extent than on other platforms, selling data on the thriving Big 

Data  market.  

All these characteristics make it possible to understand why on -demand  platforms 

can ǩǸ ǪɐɅɾȡǱǸɶǸǱ Ǎɾ Ǎ ȒɐɶɃ ɐȒ ǱȡɾȡɅʌǸȓɶǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ȒȡɶɃẏɾ ǩɐɶǱǸɶɾ ǍɅǱ Ǎ ʭǍʳ ɐȒ 

scrambling of the traditional separations typical of the economic theory established, 

from Coase (1937) on, between enterprise and market and the alternative between 
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doing  and hav ing done , i.e. centralising the activity inside the firm or subcontracting 

it on the market. 15 

At the same time, there is a real mix -up between profit, linked to a function of 

production organisation, and income, corresponding to a levy on value, possible 

through non -directly productive monopoly procedures. How?  

On the one hand, because online platforms, thanks to their algorithms, somehow 

internalise within the company market functions such as supply -and -demand 

matching and, often, price fixing (Casilli 201 6). In other words, the company 

integrates the market, making it a lucrative business source of intermediation and 

monopoly incomes.  

On the other hand, platforms manage to have a hierarchical role in ordering and 

controlling work -which is similar to what happens in the traditional company, even 

if they are based on a formally independent work.  

This ability to capture a growing share of added value is all the stronger as platforms 

ʌǸɅǱ ʌɐ ǪɐɃǩȡɅǸ Ǎ ǱʔǍȺ ɃɐɅɐɳɐȺʳ ɳɐɾȡʌȡɐɅṞ ǩǸǪǍʔɾǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

ǸǪɐɅɐɃʳṝ ṵǍṶ Ǎ ɃɐɅɐɳɐȺʳ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ǱǸɃǍɅǱṞ ɶǸǍȺȡɾǸǱ ǩʳ 

centralising, for example on the platform, the mobility supply, like on Uber , or the 

apartment, as on Airbnb  in order to be able to face a multitude of demanders; (b) but 

also a monop oly based on the supply, realised by centralising demand control 

against a multitude of potential service providers who, like the consumers, have an 

interest in using the most popular application offering the most potential customers.  

This situation gives the platforms a very important market power. They can all the 

more engender competition between service providers, they contain a huge 

amount of information and almost exactly know from what level of remuneration 

they will agree to work or not. With the ri ght algorithms and, most of all, without a 

collective organisation of providers, they can use this information to minimise the 

remuneration of workers and maximise the profit of the platforms.  

                                                        
15 Since Ronal Coase (1937) the origin of the firm has found its explanation in transaction costs related to 
the market, among which the most important are contracts and their compliance (quantity and quality 
of benefits, prices, etc.). Firms firm, by intern alising the production and being able to directly control the 
activity of its employees, would by hierarchy eliminate these transaction costs and the uncertainty on 
the compliance of the contracts. By the way, these gains had to be weighed against the cost s of direct 
coordination responsibility and employee monitoring in the production process.  
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Moreover, these market functions of intermediation and internal isation within the 

platform can be associated to the practice of the classical functions of the company 

hierarchy, such as: work organisation and the direct algorithmic control in real time; 

schedules and remuneration conditions, work evaluation, by imposi ng on self -

employed workers a subordinate situation quite similar to that of the wage labour. 

Unlike Airbnb , this status of subordination becomes all the more evident in the so -

called online job platforms like Uber , Deliveroo  and Foodora , where the algorit hm 

not only fixes the commissions but also the prices, actually determining, as it has 

been said, the split of added value between wages and profit.  

ÿțǸ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃ ǍȺɾɐ ɾȡȓɅȡȒȡǪǍɅʌȺʳ ǱǸʌǸɶɃȡɅǸɾ ʌȡɃǸ ɾȺɐʌɾṞ ʌǍɾȶɾ ǸʲǸǪʔʌȡɐɅ ʌȡɃǸɾṞ ǱɶȡʬǸɶɾẏ 

and the deliverymen ẏɾ ɶǍʌȡɅȓɾṞ ǍɅǱṞ ȡȒ ǪǸɶʌǍȡɅ ǪɐɅǱȡʌȡɐɅɾ ǍɶǸ Ʌɐʌ ɶǸɾɳǸǪʌǸǱṞ ʌțǸ 

service provider only risks being deleted from the platform Ṿ a deletion which is 

basically a disguised form of dismissal at no cost to the company.  

Finally, it can be said that in many ways the  digital modernity of the platforms 

renews those extreme exploitation forms belonging to the old putting -out system or 

domestic system  (also called the workshop system ) model which, at the beginning 

of industrial capitalism, had opposed capitalist merchant s and artisans working at 

home (Vercellone 2007; Acquier 2017). This new model probably eliminates some of 

the limits leading to give up this productive model in favour of the factory, because it 

gives the platforms the possibility to exercise a precise an d real time algorithmic 

ǪɐɅʌɶɐȺ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ȡɅǱǸɳǸɅǱǸɅʌ ǍɶʌȡɾǍɅɾẏ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌʳ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡʬȡʌʳṣ 

oɐʭǸʬǸɶṞ ȡʌ ǍȺɾɐ ǸʲǍǪǸɶǩǍʌǸɾ ʌțǸ ɾʌɶǸɾɾ ȺȡɅȶǸǱ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ɾɐǪȡǍȺ ɶǸȓɶǸɾɾȡɐɅ ȡɅ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾẏ 

rights: today, as at the beginning of the 19 th  century in England, they could fi nd one 

of its forms of expression in the renewal of the cooperative movement and a new 

platform Owenism.  

 

1.4 The hybrid model of Amazon: labour and Big 
EǍʌǍ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ẎɃɐɅɾʌɶɐʔɾ Ǹ-ǪɐɃɃǸɶǪǸẏ 
 

The Amazon  model belongs to the category of e -commerce platforms bo rn before 

the Nasdaq crisis. It can be considered a hybrid model because it has been 
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combining tangible and intangible economies of scale and network economies 

since it was founded in 1994. In addition to this, it was grafted an increasingly 

aggressive div ersification strategy related to its historical core business: online book 

sale. It aims not only to consolidate its leading position in e-commerce , but to 

complement its market power by expanding in two complementary strategic fields:  

- Traditional city d istribution by acquiring the Whole Foods  organic supermarket 

chain;  

- Penetration of the Cloud and Cloud Computing services.  

The power of this interpenetration between tangible and intangible economy is 

evident from a quick analysis of the main indicators concerning both the nature of 

the activities, the importance of fixed assets and the number of employees working 

at Amazon . 

It is estimated that Amazon ẏɾ ȺɐȓȡɾʌȡǪɾ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌȡǸɾ ǍɶǸ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ Ǎ ɾʔɶȒǍǪǸ ǍɶǸǍ ɐȒ 

approximately 140 km 2, almost the equivalent of the Paris and Lyon areas combined 

(Lévêque  2018). This surface is occupied by a multitude of warehouses and 

distribution centres spread around the worl d and sending something like 1.6 million 

parcels, shipped each day. All this obviously requires the mobilisation of a large 

volume of workforce. Amazon  had more than five hundred thousand employees in 

2017, thanks to the strong job growth occurred between 2015 and 2017, as a result of 

the expansion of its sales and the acquisition of Whole Foods  (see Graph 1.1). 
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Graph 1.1  : !ɃǍʽɐɅậɾ ğɐɶȶȒɐɶǪǸ gɶɐʭʌț Ǎʌ ǍɅ ʔɅɳɶǸǪǸǱǸɅʌǸǱ ɶǍʌǸ 
Source : Business Insider 16 

 

Although 500,000 jobs are four times less than its co mpetitor Walmart , the main 

U.S. supermarket chain, we have here one of Amazon ẏɾ Ƀɐɾʌ ɾɳǸǪȡȒȡǪ ȒǸǍʌʔɶǸɾṞ 

features to be considered specific if compared to other platforms characterised by a 

striking gap between turnover and a very small number of employees.  

Despite the massive employment and the magnitude of the tangible economy, 

Amazon ẏɾ ɳɶɐȒȡʌ ɃɐǱǸȺ ȺǍɶȓǸȺʳ ɶǸȺȡǸɾ ɐɅ ȡɶɐɅ ȺǍʭɾ ȡɃɳɐɾȡɅȓ ʌțǸɃɾǸȺʬǸɾ ɐɅ ǍȺȺ ʌțǸ 

actors of platform capitalism: increasing and making network economies profitable 

at all costs by us ing the pioneer and Winner -Take -all  laws.  

This explains Amazon ẏɾ ǪțɐȡǪǸ ʌɐ ǍǱɐɳʌ Ǎ ȓɶɐʭʌț ɳɐȺȡǪʳ ʌțɶɐʔȓț ʭțȡǪț ʌțǸ 

realisation of short -term profits is deliberately sacrificed to the advantage of a 

strategy aimed at gaining an enduring monopoly position. T his has resulted in a 

                                                        
16 Cakebread C. (2017), Amazon is now the size of a small country , Business Insider, 27/10/17 . URL: 
http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazons -workforce -grew -at -an -unprecedented -rate -in -2017-charts -
2017-10  

http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazons-workforce-grew-at-an-unprecedented-rate-in-2017-charts-2017-10
http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazons-workforce-grew-at-an-unprecedented-rate-in-2017-charts-2017-10
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significant gap between, on the one hand the evolution of market capitalisation and 

turnover and, on the other, the evolution of profits (see Graph 1.2).  

In this regard, the analysis of main financial indicators is also very clear.  

Introduced on the stock market in 1997, Amazon  has been able to reach ten years 

later, in the second half of 2017, $ 824.790 billion in market capitalisation, the highest 

in the world, behind Apple, but ahead of Alphabet , Microsoft  and Facebook . 

Its turnove r (see Graph 1.2) also grows impressively, literally leaping after the 2008 

crisis, when it reaches for the first time, in 2011, $ 50 billion. Then, between 2011 and 

2017, over six years, the amount of incomes becomes almost quadruple, reaching 

nearly $ 20 0 billion in annual receipts.  

But the profits did not show up. It was only around 2004 -2005 that Amazon  started 

to make very small profits, but they then stagnated and they were sometimes even 

negative, so that magazine Atlantico Business ẏ ǍʔʌțɐɶɾṞ ȡɅ ǍɅ ȡnterview in 2016 with 

Professor of Economics Nicolas Colin (University of Dauphine), were doubtful about 

ʌțȡɾ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ʌțǍʌ ẌǍɳɳǍɶǸɅʌȺʳ ǱǸȒȡǸɾ ǩʔɾȡɅǸɾɾ ȺǍʭɾṣ ÿțǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ɾțɐʭɾ ǍȺɃɐɾʌ Ʌɐ 

profit, or even negative profits. But not only does its stock market pr ice go up - even 

when other technology values collapse - but its growth also seems exponential, and 

ʌțǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ȶǸǸɳɾ ɐɅ ʌǍȶȡɅȓ ɐʬǸɶ ɅǸʭ ɃǍɶȶǸʌɾẍ17. 

After not paying attention to criticisms for years, according to some observers, 

=Ǹʽɐɾẏ ʭȡȺȺ ʌɐ ɾǍǪɶȡȒȡǪǸ short -term profits in the name of a long -term success appears 

to finally give some fruits (Lévêque 2018).  

During 2016 and 2017, net income was constantly positive and went from $ 2.37 

billion in 2016 to $ 3.03 billion in 2017 (see Graph 1.2). This is the b iggest annual profit 

ever recorded by Amazon  in its history. However, this profit is still tiny if compared to 

ʌțǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳẏɾ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸɾṞ ʭțȡǪț ǍɃɐʔɅʌ ʌɐ ɅǸǍɶȺʳ ẵ ᶰᶮᶮ ǩȡȺȺȡɐɅṞ ǍɅǱ ȡʌ ȡɾ ǍȺɃɐɾʌ 

                                                        
17Atlantico (2016 ), Le graphique qui explique le business model magique d'Amazon (et le gros ri sque 
qui pourrait poindre) , 26/03/16. URL: http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptag e/graphique -qui -explique -
business -model -magique -amazon -et -gros -risque -qui -pourrait -poindre -
2639600.html#VkY5RF6W6dVXUgvx.99  ; Atlantico (2016), Enfin des profits record pour Amazon : Jeff 
Bezos vient -ȡȺ ǱǸ ǱǹɃɐɅʌɶǸɶ ɵʔậȡȺ ǍʬǍȡʌ ɶǹʔɾɾȡ ɾɐɅ ɳǍɶȡ ǱǸ ɶǹȡɅʬǸɅʌer le capitalisme? , 01/01/16. URL: 
http:/ /www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/enfin -profits -record -pour -amazon -jeff -bezos -vient -demontrer -qu -
avait -reussi -pari -reinventer -capitalisme -christophe -benavent -2518514.html#ZWlAA0C0Uw6jU8wh.99   

http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/graphique-qui-explique-business-model-magique-amazon-et-gros-risque-qui-pourrait-poindre-2639600.html#VkY5RF6W6dVXUgvx.99
http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/graphique-qui-explique-business-model-magique-amazon-et-gros-risque-qui-pourrait-poindre-2639600.html#VkY5RF6W6dVXUgvx.99
http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/graphique-qui-explique-business-model-magique-amazon-et-gros-risque-qui-pourrait-poindre-2639600.html#VkY5RF6W6dVXUgvx.99
http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/enfin-profits-record-pour-amazon-jeff-bezos-vient-demontrer-qu-avait-reussi-pari-reinventer-capitalisme-christophe-benavent-2518514.html#ZWlAA0C0Uw6jU8wh.99
http://www.atlantico.fr/decryptage/enfin-profits-record-pour-amazon-jeff-bezos-vient-demontrer-qu-avait-reussi-pari-reinventer-capitalisme-christophe-benavent-2518514.html#ZWlAA0C0Uw6jU8wh.99
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insignificant if compared to the huge profits earned by other GAFA M members, 

Apple , Facebook , Google  and  Microsoft . 

 

 

Graph 1.2  : !ɃǍʽɐɅậɾ uɃɳɶǸɾɾȡʬǸ ¬ɐɅȓ-Term Growth  
Source : Statista 18 

 

Focusing on short -term growth: Amazon ẏɾ Ǹ-commerce strategy in the 

Cloud  

How to explain, then, the fact that financial markets still find Amazon trustworthy? 

ÃɅǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɶǸǍɾɐɅɾ ȡɾ ʌțǍʌ ȡʌɾ țʔȓǸ ɃǍɶȶǸʌ ǪǍɳȡʌǍȺȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɃǍȶǸɾ ȡʌ Ẏʌɐɐ ǩȡȓ ʌɐ ȒǍȺȺẏṞ 

even more than Uber ṣ =ʔʌ Ǎ ǱǸǸɳǸɶ ɶǸǍɾɐɅ ȺȡǸɾ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ǩǸȺȡǸȒ ʌțǍʌ =Ǹʽɐɾẏ ɾʌɶǍʌǸȓʳṞ 

based on focusing on short -term profit, will finally proves suc cessful. In other words, 

the monstrous Amazon  will succeed in demolishing its competitors by gaining a 

stable and uncontrolled monopoly position, like Google . 

                                                        
18 URL: https://www.statista.com/chart/4298/amazons -long -term -growth/   

https://www.statista.com/chart/4298/amazons-long-term-growth/
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Let us remind of Amazon  ɃɐǱǸȺẏɾ ɐɶȡȓȡɅ ǍɅǱ ǸʬɐȺʔʌȡɐɅṞ Ǎɾ ʌɐ ǩǸʌʌǸɶ ȡȺȺʔɾʌɶǍʌǸ ʌțȡɾ 

argument and t he reasons why markets believed it would win this bet.  

At the beginning, in 1994, e -commerce was still embryonic: the business model had 

still to be pictured. At the time, several start -ups  of the New Economy  had bet on the 

sale of intangible contents. The  number of clicks on a start -up site or platform was 

enough to expect as many market opportunities. This was not the case, especially for 

companies offering intangible content or services that were on the way to become 

fee -charging (Boyer 2002). Many of th ese start -ups will dramatically fail during the 

Nasdaq crisis and the success of the two -ɾȡǱǸǱ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ 

model, based on free services and advertising revenue, will start from this precise 

observation.  

Amazon  ȒɐʔɅǱǸɶ ǍɅǱ >MÃ =Ǹʽɐɾẏɾ ȺʔǪk, or intelligence, consisted in early 

understanding this vulnerable aspect of digital economy and in organising its 

company around two priorities.  

- The first one was to choose, at the beginning, to focus its activity on the sale of 

tangible contents or p roducts. The best products, at the time, were represented by 

books, still difficult to be digitally reproduced at zero marginal cost 19. Initially, 

Amazon  presents itself as an online bookstore, even though its activity would later 

be diversified and, in som e fields, moves away from its original core business.  

- The second priority was, of course, to design a digital platform capable of creating 

powerful network economies (for both users and sellers) by suggesting, quoting Jeff 

=ǸʽɐɾṞ ẌɃȡȺȺȡɐɅɾ ɐȒ ʌȡʌȺǸɾ - soɃǸʌțȡɅȓ ɳʔɶǸȺʳ ȡɅǪɐɅǪǸȡʬǍǩȺǸ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ɳțʳɾȡǪǍȺ ʭɐɶȺǱẍṣ !ʌ Ǎ 

ʌǸǪțɅɐȺɐȓȡǪǍȺ ȺǸʬǸȺṞ ʌțǸ ẎʭǸǍɳɐɅɾẏ ɳȡǪȶǸǱ ʔɳ ǱʔɶȡɅȓ ʌțȡɾ ɳɶɐȲǸǪʌ ʭǸɶǸ ʌțǸ ǪǸȺǸǩɶǍʌǸǱ 

and controversial 1-Click Patent  (registered in 1997) and a system of algorithms 

collaboratively running the cust omer -and -seller interface, enabling to follow Internet 

ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ʌɶǍǪǸɾṞ ʌɐ ǸɅǪɐʔɶǍȓǸ ʌțǸɃ ʌɐ ǩʔʳ ǩʳ Ǎ ɶǸǪɐɃɃǸɅǱǍʌȡɐɅ ɾʳɾʌǸɃṞ ʭțȡȺǸ 

activating their collective intelligence for tasks such as book rating. During this 

process, Jeff Bezos was completely aware of  the Pioneer  and Winner -Take -All laws . 
                                                        
19 This is no longer the case, but at the same time the development of Digital Rights Management 
ṵEé¶Ṷ ʌǸǪțɅȡɵʔǸɾ țǍʬǸ ȒɐʔɅǱ ʌțǸ Ẏparade ẏ ȡɅ ǱǸɾȡȓɅȡɅȓ ǱǸʬȡǪǸɾ ȡɅ ɐɶǱǸɶ ʌɐ ǱɶǍstically limit the 
possibility of making copies of digital works. Proof of this is that now Amazon itself almost always offers, 
in a Kindle DRM format, a low -cost alternative to the purchase of the book, dissociated from its classic 
material support typica Ⱥ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎgʔʌǸɅǩǸɶȓ ȓǍȺǍʲʳẏṣ 
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!ɾ =Ǹʽɐɾẏ ǩȡɐȓɶǍɳțǸɶ ʌǸȺȺɾ ʔɾ ṵ=ɶǍɅǱʌ ᶰᶮᶯᶰṶṞ țǸ ʔɅǱǸɶɾʌɐɐǱ ʌțǍʌ ȡʌ ʭǍɾ ɅǸǪǸɾɾǍɶʳ ʌɐ ǩǸ 

the first and the most powerful, which meant relentlessly investing, not worrying 

about profits, and indeed Amazon  was in permanen t deficit.  

ÿɐ Ǳɐ ʌțȡɾṞ =Ǹʽɐɾ ȺǸǱ ʌțǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳẏɾ ǱǸʬǸȺɐɳɃǸɅʌ ȒɐɶǪǸȒʔȺȺʳṞ ǩʳ ɃʔȺʌȡɳȺʳȡɅȓ ʌțǸ 

fundraising in order to make a huge investment effort in logistics and the acquisition 

of other companies. And, to mention another remarkable fact, for a long time, 

Amazon  did not pay dividends to its investors, contrary to what is prescribed by the 

dominant doctrine of value creation for the shareholder, emerged in the 1980s and 

1990s, in defiance to the managerial capitalism of the Fordist era.  

In 2000, the Internet crisis caused a stop to this policy of taking over markets. After a 

few months during which nobody could tell what would be of the start -up, Jeff 

Bezos came back, claiming he would make the profitability of his company sure - 

while keeping investing, but a t a slower pace (Brandt 2012). But, rather quickly, the 

growth strategy of the company aimed at gaining a monopoly position and at 

making the network economy and Winner -Take -all  law  come true, restarts with a 

redoubled effort: between 2003 and 2018 there w ere almost forty acquisitions and 

also the investment in the creation of new platforms like Mechanical Turk , the 

micro -job market launched by Amazon  in late 2005 (see the section on digital 

labour ) and Amazon Web Services  (AWS), created in 2006, dedicated to cloud 

computing services for companies, which since 2015 represents 7 percent of 

!ɃǍʽɐɅẏɾ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳẏɾ ȺǸǍǱȡɅȓ ɾɐʔɶǪǸ ɐȒ ɳɶɐȒȡʌṣ 

 

Amazon ẏɾ >ɐɃɳǸʌȡʌȡʬǸ !ǱʬǍɅʌǍȓǸɾṝ ¬ɐʭǸɶ æɶȡǪǸɾ ǍɅǱ >ɐɾʌɾ ȡɅ MǪɐɅɐɃȡǸɾ 

of Scale and the Long Tail Effect  

In this  growth process, Amazon  links a strictly digital economy logic to a more 

classic industrial -oriented logic based on work standardisation and the exploitation 

of economies of scale strengthened by the long tail effect.  

A key advantage of the Amazon  model is  the ability to combine network economies 

typical of platforms with powerful economies of scale (reducing fixed costs being 

spread over the growing volume of the activity).  
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Economies of scale are, in turn, multiplied by the possibility of benefiting from t he 

so-ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ẎȺɐɅȓ ʌǍȡȺ ǸȒȒǸǪʌẏṞ ʌțǍʌ ȡɾ ʌɐ ɾǍʳ ʌțǸ ǍǩȡȺȡʌʳ ʌɐ ǸʲɳȺɐȡʌ ʌțǸ ɶǸǱʔǪʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ Ǫɐɾʌɾ 

(and therefore prices) related to the sale of a wide range of products. In other words, 

the Amazon  model relies not only on highly demanded goods, but also on goo ds 

produced in small series to fit niche markets. This possibility comes both from a 

centralised platform enabling all books and other products to be displayed in a 

showcase, and from the power of logistics and warehouse sites. A significant 

example of the  long tail effect is, for instance, the classic book trade or video rental.  

A traditional shop is limited by the width and length of shelves, often paid in the 

form of rent. To maximise his profits, one has to expose only the most wanted titles, 

in order t o make optimal use of the space available. For example, a classic bookshop, 

but also an e -commerce site that does not have Amazon ẏɾ ɾʌɐɶǍȓǸ ǪǍɳǍǪȡʌʳṞ ʌǸɅǱɾ ʌɐ 

sell only the most popular products. The key variable of the long -tail model is the 

cost of stora ge and distribution. When these costs are low, thanks to the 

centralisation of a wide range of products released by the platform and reducing the 

costs of storage and distribution, it is profitable to sell low -demand products as well; 

instead, when storage  and distribution are expensive, only the most popular 

products will be sold.  

Giving easy and low -cost access to niche products also makes it possible to expand 

the market by attracting a considerable number of consumers interested in this 

varied range of goods.  

Amazon , or Netflix , instead, have centralised warehouses that enable them lower 

storage costs. The result is that the cost of distribution is the same, for both popular 

and less popular goods.  

These competitive advantages related to the integration of economies of scale also 

make it easier for the Seattle -based company to practise dumping policies. Give -

away prices, sacrificed margins and even sales at a loss, all in order to defeat a 

competitor, then a rise in prices and conditions of purchase, whic h become less 

favourable for the consumers. To better understand the power of these monopolistic 

dumping strategies of Amazon , it is important to recap, taking into account the 
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analysis of François Lévêque (2018), the three main situations in either physic al or 

digital distribution.  

The first is partial vertical integration by pressurising the subcontractors, when the 

distributor defines the characteristics of the product and owns its brand. This is the 

model of many supermarkets like Walmart  in the United States or Carrefour  in 

Europe.  

In the second case, instead, the distributor acts as a reseller of products purchased 

from third parties.  

Finally, the third case is a situation where the distributor is a Marketplace, pure 

intermediary between sellers and bu yers on their site or at their store.  

Amazon  exploits these three situations, but the last two in particular. It is both a 

reseller and a marketplace. Historically, he was only an online bookshop, but today, 

one -fifth of Amazon ẏɾ ɾǍȺǸɾ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸ20 is earned b y third -party sellers, or partners 

paying a commission. However, they account for half the number of the 

transactions, meaning that one out of every two products sold on Amazon  was not 

bought by Amazon. 21 

This allows to better understand how Amazon  manages to maximise the long -tail 

effect (combining economy of scale and economy of scope) in order to subordinate 

and then destroy potential competitors. How? First of all, the platform is 

characterised by self -sustaining and collective network economies: the mor e 

partner -sellers on the site, the more interesting it is for consumers and, equally, the 

more visitors to the site, the more interesting it is to be there as a salesman (Lévêque 

2018). 

This is the famous device of two -sided markets leading monopoly trends  in the 

platform economy. But Amazon  is not a simple two -sided market. Indeed, the risks 

are not the same when the retailer has bought the product. In the case of unsold, it 

is the one who has to take responsibility for losses, by lowering prices, for exam ple, 

because he is the one fixing them, unlike the case of the platform that acts only as 

intermediary. In short, there is a huge difference between having a purchase 

                                                        
20 Source: https://www.sellbrite.com/blog/how -does -amazon -make -money/   
21 Source: https://www.statista.com/statistics/259782/third -party -seller -share -of -amazon -platform/   

https://www.sellbrite.com/blog/how-does-amazon-make-money/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/259782/third-party-seller-share-of-amazon-platform/
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agreement with a resale supplier and a partnership agreement to sell in its 

marketplace. The economic theory of contracts shows how these two options differ 

in terms of risks, incentives and investments.  

So, it is clear that the decision made by a company of being either a reseller or a 

marketplace is strategic. It is a negotiation carried on by Amazon  through a 

sophisticated policy. The choice to act as distributor -retailer is particularly preferred 

if the products are popular. For instance, successful DVDs are most often purchased 

and resold by Amazon . But, instead, less popular items are mor e frequently sold by 

third -party partners (Hagiu and Wright 2014). In short, the famous long -term effect is 

based on an asymmetrical strategy depending on the market power available to the 

companies using its services.  

This is confirmed by three other aspe cts of Amazon ẏɾ ɃǍɶȶǸʌ ɳɐȺȡǪʳṣ  

1) Amazon ẏɾ ɐɳǸɅȡɅȓ ʌɐ ǱȡɶǸǪʌ ɶǸɾǸȺȺȡɅȓ ȡɾ ȒɐǪʔɾǸǱ ɐɅ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌɾ ǪțǍɶǍǪʌǸɶȡɾǸǱ ǩʳ Ⱥɐʭ 

delivery costs. In any case, it does not result in a price increase, thing depending on a 

dumping policy that often ends up in discouraging,  if not destroying, old 

competitors -partners.  

2) Amazon ẏɾ ɐɳǸɅȡɅȓ ʌɐ ǱȡɶǸǪʌ ɾǸȺȺȡɅȓ ȡɾ ȺǸɾɾ ȺȡȶǸȺʳ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌɾ ʭțɐɾǸ ɾʌɐɶǍȓǸṞ 

packaging and delivery is already handled by them. For these products, Amazon ẏɾ 

cost/benefit balance is different, because it s appearance would result in losing 

revenue paid by its partner for these services in addition to losing its marketplace 

commission.  

In these negotiations, the choices made by Amazon  are obviously based on the 

algorithmic mastery of mass of data, enabling the platform to know almost 

ǸʬǸɶʳʌțȡɅȓ Ǎǩɐʔʌ ȡʌɾ ɳǍɶʌɅǸɶɾẏ ɾǍȺǸɾ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸȡɶ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌɾṝ ɳɶȡǪǸɾṞ ɾȡʽǸɾṞ ǱǸɾʌȡɅǍʌȡɐɅɾṞ 

terms and delivery costs, customer ratings, and so on.  

3) Finally, Amazon  has adopted an increasingly aggressive policy, including towards 

its  major partners. For months now, the online bookseller has been pushing  

Hachette ẏɾ !ɃǸɶȡǪǍɅ ɾʔǩɾȡǱȡǍɶʳṞ ʌɐ ȺɐʭǸɶ ǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ ǩɐɐȶɾẏ ɳɶȡǪǸɾ ǍɅǱ ȓɶǍɅʌ ȡʌ țȡȓțǸɶ 

commissions, not hesitating to threaten it with the risk of French longer delivery 

times or blocking of pre -orders for its products. It was the same with Disney , which 

saw its pre -order of films blocked. Nineteenth century North -American authors, 
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including Stephen King, have chosen to speak out against these practices in The 

New York Times , and they were followed by 1.000 German authors. If Amazon  

accepts the risk of ruining its reputation, it is because it wants to increase its 

profitability, to be maintained at its lowest by its investments in order to destroy its 

competitors 22. 

 

Productivity related to the market size and resources of a technical -

Taylorist labour division  

Speaking of its profit model, as well as of its production organisation model, Amazon  

is therefore a platform combining the most advanced digital economy to modern 

forms of Taylorist la bour organisation, particularly as far as logistics tasks are 

ǪɐɅǪǸɶɅǸǱṣ ÿțȡɾ ẎǱɐʔǩȺǸ ȒǍǪǸẏ ɃǍȶǸɾ Amazon  a clear example of the combination of 

cognitive division and a Taylorist division of work based on the division and 

standardisation of tasks (Mouhoud E l and Plihon 2009). Let us analyse these two 

aspects and their combination.  

On the one hand, as far as the governance of information platforms is concerned, 

Amazon  employs a highly specialised work in the programming functions of 

algorithms and R & D.  

This  central role of cognitive work is particularly evident in the development of Cloud 

Computing  and Artificial Intelligence  services provided by its subsidiary Amazon 

Web Services (AWS), which eleven years after its launch remains the leader in the 

sector wi th an estimated 44 percent market share.  

On the other hand, Amazon  applies and experiments algorithmic devices and 

artificial intelligence in the organisation of execution work in logistics. Amazon  

indeed renews a management of neo -Taylorian type based on time and movement 

direct digital control, enabling to detect not only the best gestures, but also to 

recommend them when actually working. To do this, Amazon  employees wear a 

scanner attached to the wrist, which turns green when the rates are respected, re d 

or black when they are not.  
                                                        
22 Alternatives Economiques  #338,  01/09/14. URL: https://www.alternatives -economiques.fr/e -
commerce -amazon -ogre -affame/00049248   

https://www.alternatives-economiques.fr/e-commerce-amazon-ogre-affame/00049248
https://www.alternatives-economiques.fr/e-commerce-amazon-ogre-affame/00049248
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This situation is not only responsible for musculoskeletal disorder, but also promotes 

anxiety: sleep disorders, burnout and depression are common disorders. These 

accidents and health problems cause a high turnover of employe es, through 

dismissals for incapacity and conventional breaks. Also, depending on the period, 

the number of temporary workers can amount to two -thirds of the workforce.  

In summary, as Smith had already pointed out, the size of Amazon ẏɾ ɃǍɶȶǸʌ ǸɅǍǩȺǸɾ 

it to  exploit the three key advantages of the technical division of labour: the routine 

learning effects related to the specialised -task division, the reduction of idle time 

and the following intensification of work, as well as the possibility of changing the 

specialised -task division into automated work.  

For Amazon , the key importance of these old industrial economy laws, linking the 

production size to economies of scale and to the productivity profits resulting from 

labour division, is apparently confirmed by its more recent strategy. Indeed, after 

managing to create more stable profits, even if in a still uncertain situation, Amazon  

has gone back to its strategy of aggressive expansion both in e -commerce and in 

well -established networks of commercial services.  

To conclude, Amazon ẏɾ țʳǩɶȡǱ ɃɐǱǸȺ ʌǸǍǪțǸɾ ʔɾ ʌțɶǸǸ ɃǍȡɅ ȺǸɾɾɐɅɾṝ 

- The first concerning how platform economy and algorithms are increasingly 

penetrating the tangible economy;  

- The second concerning the increasing risk that this evolution represents, not  only 

Ȓɐɶ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɳɶȡʬǍǪʳ ǩʔʌ ǍȺɾɐ Ȓɐɶ ɾǍȺǍɶȡǸǱ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾṨ 

- The third concerning the increasing dangers of a digital desertification of the 

metropolises, which would lead to the progressive disappearance of ordinary social 

places caused by e -commerc e. This is one of the dark sides of the Smart Cities ẏ 

dream that the major Internet platforms, Google  and Amazon  first, are eager to sell 

us. 
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1.5 Generalisation of the platform model: towards 
the nomos of the Cloud, the Internet of Things 
and the Smart Ci ties 23 
 

In this section of the research we will linger in the critical analysis of those 

technological transformations that in the last decade, at an increasing evolutionary 

rate, have given a centralizing twist to the architecture and the political form of  the 

Internet 24. The latter used to be a very decentralised and pluralistic system, based on 

the principle of the network neutrality . However, it has now been deeply altered.  

This transformation has been supported by the appearance of capitalist platforms.  In 

light of this, we talk about the generalisation of the platform model, which is 

influenced by two key factors related to each other: on the one hand, the frenetic 

increase in computing power of computer machines, owned by the biggest 

oligopolies of the  Internet (Cloud computing); and on the other hand, the 

exponential growth of digital data ( Big Data ), generated either directly in the virtual 

space or indirectly in the physical space ( Internet of Things ). 

If these Internet re -centralization processes ha ve been going on for long time « with 

the aim of recovering in it the supremacy of mercantile mediation and/or the 

bureaucratic -administrative control of the public  » (Vercellone et al.  2017: 170), only 

Ʌɐʭ ʌțǸʳ ɾǸǸɃ ʌɐ ɃǍȶǸ Ǎ ɶǸǍȺ ȺǸǍɳ ȡɅ ɾǪǍȺǸ ȡɅ ẎǱȡɾɶʔɳʌȡʬǸẏ ʌǸɶɃɾṞ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ɳɐȡɅʌ ʭțǸɶǸ 

some authors talk about a new phase of the Internet (Mosco 2016).  

ÿɐ ɐʔɶ ɃȡɅǱṞ ʌțȡɾ ẎɅǸʭ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌẏ Ⱥɐɐȶɾ ȺȡȶǸ Ʌɐʌ ɐɅȺʳ Ǎ ɾʳɾʌǸɃ ȺǸǍɅȡɅȓ ʌɐʭǍɶǱɾ ʌțǸ 

ǸǪɐɅɐɃȡǪ ǍɅǱ ɳɐȺȡʌȡǪǍȺ ɳɐʭǸɶṞ ǩʔʌ ǍȺɾɐ ǍɅ ẌǍɳɳǍɶǍʌʔɾ Ȓɐɶ ǱǍʌǍ ǍɅǱ ʬǍȺʔǸ ǪǍɳʌʔɶǸẍ 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1980; Pasquinelli 2014) - produced at that time by collective 

intelligence.  

If the original Internet was basically democratic, pluralist and decentralised, on the 

contrary the new Internet is organised in an increasingly hierarch ical form. It 
                                                        
23 Written by Brancaccio F. e Vercellone C.  
24 It should be remembered that the architecture of the network has a crucial role in the regulation of 
the behaviour  of individuals within the Internet, as noted by lawyer and theoretician Lawrence Lessig. 
fɐɶ ¬ǸɾɾȡȓṞ ʌțǸɶǸ ǍɶǸ Ȓɐʔɶ ǸȺǸɃǸɅʌɾ ʌțǍʌ ǱǸȒȡɅǸ ʌțǸ ẎɅɐɶɃǍʌȡʬȡʌʳẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ¸Ǹʌṝ ʌțǸ ǍɶǪțȡʌǸǪʌʔɶǸṞ ʌțǸ ɃǍɶȶǸʌṞ 
the legal norms set by the countries and social convention al rules.  
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supports new processes of appropriation of ownership of the means of production 

(the powerful computational structures gathered in the data centres), algorithms 

and data, which - as we have stated above - are the main raw material of platform  

capitalism:  

The plurality of the servers representing the basis of the original Internet has 

developed into a global and centralised system made of data centres, which 

contain tens or hundreds of thousands of interconnected servers mainly used by 

private companies and by state, military and intelligence agents  (Mosco 2016: 255).  

There are three closely interconnected systems that build this new structure: a) the 

Cloud (in the dual articulation of the cloud computing  and the data centre ); b) 

analysis and ex traction techniques for Big Data ; c) its extension through the Internet 

of Things. The safety of these three systems affects simultaneously the organisation 

of the cyberspace and the physical space. In particular, it has to do with flows and 

strategies for  city logistics, taking into account the Smart City  model: utilities, 

mobility, resource consumption and social policy.  

As a first step, it should be noticed that we have been experiencing and using these 

three technologies for a while in our daily lives.  

For example, we use the Cloud to check our inbox, such as Gmail , or when we share 

large files, through Dropbox , or even when we save on iCloud photos and videos 

taken with the iPhone, paying a monthly variable fee, depending on the amount of 

space required .  

We get in touch with Big Data  every time we receive personalised advertisements, 

which are based on a tracking system of our activities on the Web, such as a search 

on Google , or content posted on Facebook . 

ğǸ ẎʔɾǸẏ ʌțǸ Internet of Things  when we open a pplications on the Smartphone, such 

as geo -location services or applications to calculate the best route from the current 

position to a desired destination, or by monitoring our sports activities. The millions 

of sensors installed on every corner of the wo rld, on animals, on plants, in the streets 

of our cities or in drones, in cars and in the latest generation of appliances, are less 

conspicuous. All of these interconnected objects register and sometimes deal 

directly with an enormous amount of digital dat a in real time. They are related to 
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individual or social group behaviours, environmental or atmospheric phenomena, 

and so on.  

The interconnection of these three systems has allowed « the establishment of an 

economy of storage spaces which gave rise to a ra pidly growing industrial sector, 

relying on companies that offer storage solutions, IT services and which sell 

customer data to other companies specialised in the marketing of goods and 

services » (Mosco 2016: 255). 

It is also important to underline that t he data we produce every day are not only sold 

for advertising purposes. Cloud computing technologies and the construction of 

large data centres have also encouraged their sale to government agencies for 

surveillance purposes, such as the NSA (National Sec urity Agency) and the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA), who work closely with companies like Amazon  and 

Google . 

uɅ Ⱥȡȓțʌ ɐȒ ʌțȡɾṞ ȡʌ ȡɾ ʌțǸɶǸȒɐɶǸ ɅǸǪǸɾɾǍɶʳ ʌɐ ǱʭǸȺȺ ɃɐɶǸ ȡɅ ǱǸʌǍȡȺ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ẎǩɶǸǍȶȡɅȓẏ 

ǸȒȒǸǪʌɾ ɐȒ ʌțȡɾ ʌțɶǸǸ ʌǸǪțɅɐȺɐȓȡǸɾẏ ȡɅʌǸɶǪɐɅɅǸǪʌȡɐɅṞ ǍɅǍȺysing them one by one.  

 

Cloud  and Data Centres  

In Computer Science, the word cloud  means a particular space for archiving, 

processing and sending data at distance  called cloud computing . It is a form of 

ẎǍǱʬǍɅǪǸǱ-ʌǸǪțɅɐȺɐȓʳ ʌǸɶʌȡǍɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏṝ ǪɐɃɳǍɅȡǸɾ ɶǸȺʳ on a specialised provider for the 

management of a series of IT resources and services (software, computing 

machines) provided via the Web through an outsourcing contract. All companies do 

not cover any software and hardware license costs; they usually subs cribe for them. 

So, it is the service provider being responsible for the costs of the infrastructures and 

the IT licenses necessary to manage and distribute the services depending on the 

request (on -demand ) and according to the pay -per -use formula.  

These services are described in specific fixed -fee contracts, the amount of which 

changes depending on how much and long they are used. Cloud supporters plan for 

the computer science the same model already experimented by the mobile, press 

and television operato rs: the subscription.  
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The economic model is based on the transformation of an investment into a rent: « it 

is about proposing to companies to recover part of their IT costs - storage of data 

and calculation power [...] to transform them into an income for the data center  » 

(Carnino and Marquet 2018: 37). The Cloud is a strategic market for Internet 

oligopolistic actors: « having this type of mass equipment is one of the conditio sine 

qua non to occupy nowadays a central position in the Internet economy  » 

(Smyrnaios 2017: 79). Between October 2016 and September 2017, the Cloud market 

reached $ 180 billion, an increase of 24 percent over the previous year 25. 

Newspapers give us more and more information about this new frontier of capitalist 

accumulation, using e xpressions - not entirely metaphorical - ɾʔǪț Ǎɾ ẎʌțǸ ǩǍʌʌȺǸ ɐȒ 

ʌțǸ >ȺɐʔǱẏ26 ɐɶ Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ǪɐɅɵʔǸɾʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎɳɶɐɃȡɾǸǱ ȺǍɅǱẏ27. This battle involves the main 

oligopolistic actors of the Internet, such as Amazon , Google  and Microsoft (but also 

IBM , Salesforce , Cisco, and China, Alibaba ) and major government agencies, such as 

the NSA and the CIA.  

Google , Microsoft  and Amazon  have the most powerful data centres with a number 

of servers that will exceed one million for the first one, and approaching one million 

for the  other two. Facebook  and Apple  follow with more than two hundred 

thousand servers each.  

In terms of providing services and computing services to third parties, Amazon  is the 

ʭɐɶȺǱẏɾ ȺǸǍǱȡɅȓ ɳȺǍʳǸɶ ȡɅ ʌțȡɾ ɾǸǪʌɐɶṞ ʌțɶɐʔȓț ȡʌɾ Amazon Web Services . It is a 

gr owing part of its turnover and has in its portfolio clients like Netflix  or the U.S. 

Administration. More specifically, according to data from February 2, 2018 provided 

by IlSole24Ore , Amazon occupies 40 percent of the Cloud market, ahead of Microsoft  

and Google Alphabet . Amazon Web Services  saw revenues rise by  45 percent in 2017 

                                                        
25 The Cloud services market grows three times faster than cloud computing materials and 
infrastructures. See: h ttps://www.zdnet.fr/actualites/2017 -le-marche -du -cloud -a-180-milliards -de -dollars -
en -croissance -de -24-39862336.htm   
26 See : The Battle of Clouds , The Economist (2009), 15/10/09 . URL: 
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2009/10/15/battle -of -the -clouds  . Marin J. (2017), Amazon veut 
gagner la bataille du cloud , Le Monde, 02/12/17 . URL: 
https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2017/12/02/amazon -veut -gagner -la-bataille -du -
cloud_5223685_3234.html   
27 Nicolas P. (2018), La battaille des services fichiers cloud , Le Monde Informatique, 02/07/18 . URL: 
https://www.lemondeinformatique.fr/actualites/lire -la-bataille -des -services -fichiers -cloud -72128.html   

https://www.zdnet.fr/actualites/2017-le-marche-du-cloud-a-180-milliards-de-dollars-en-croissance-de-24-39862336.htm
https://www.zdnet.fr/actualites/2017-le-marche-du-cloud-a-180-milliards-de-dollars-en-croissance-de-24-39862336.htm
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2009/10/15/battle-of-the-clouds
https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2017/12/02/amazon-veut-gagner-la-bataille-du-cloud_5223685_3234.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/economie/article/2017/12/02/amazon-veut-gagner-la-bataille-du-cloud_5223685_3234.html
https://www.lemondeinformatique.fr/actualites/lire-la-bataille-des-services-fichiers-cloud-72128.html
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($ 5.11 billion) and operating profits rose by 46 percent ($1.35 billion) 28. Microsoft Azure  

ȡɾ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȺǱẏɾ ɾǸǪɐɅǱ ȺǍɶȓǸɾʌ ɳɶɐʬȡǱǸɶ ɐȒ uÿ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸɾ ṵȡɅ ᶰᶮᶯᶵṞ ɾǍȺǸɾ ɐȒ Azure  services  

grew by 90 percent) 29. Google  is at the third position.  

Computer Science was originally founded on the sharing of information, which were 

ǩǍɾȡǪǍȺȺʳ ẎɾʌɐɶǸǱẏ ɐɅ ǍʔʌɐɅɐɃɐʔɾ ɾʔɳɳɐɶʌɾ ǍɅǱ ɐʭɅǸǱ ǩʳ ȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺ ʔɾǸɶɾ - hence 

the definition of personal computers. Instead, the Cloud pushes users towards a level 

of distance sharing information in near -real time, thanks to the strengthening of 

telecommunication technologies and network infrastructures. Google , as 

announced recently in its official blog, has invested 3 0 billion dollars for the 

ẎǪɐɅɵʔǸɾʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ÃǪǸǍɅɾẏ30, and to close the gap that separates it from Amazon  and 

Microsoft . 

The goal of this huge investment is the construction of three new submarine cables 

(in collaboration with TE SubCom , NecCorp  and RTI-C) in order to integrate five 

regions in its Cloud network: Chile -Los Angeles, Denmark -Ireland, United States -

Hong Kong -gʔǍɃṣ ÿțǸ ǪǍǩȺǸ ǩǸʌʭǸǸɅ >țȡȺǸ ǍɅǱ ¬ɐɾ !ɅȓǸȺǸɾṞ ǪǍȺȺǸǱ Ẏ>ʔɶȡǸẏṞ ʭȡȺȺ 

ǩǸǪɐɃǸ ʌțǸ ȺǍɶȓǸɾʌ ẎǱǍʌǍ țȡȓțʭǍʳẏ Ȓɐɶ >țȡȺǸ ǍɅǱ ʭȡȺȺ țǍʬǸ ʌțǸ ȒʔɅǪʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ẎǪɐʬǸɶȡɅȓẏ 

the whole Latin America 31. 

With these new technologies, the access and the sharing of information become so 

omnipresent, available in every place, at any time and with any device. The Cloud is 

ʌțʔɾ ɳɶǸɾǸɅʌǸǱ ǩʳ ȡʌɾ ɾʔɳɳɐɶʌǸɶɾ Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ẎɅǍʌʔɶǍȺẏ Ȓulfilment of the Information Society 

paradigm. This perspective, which is based on the close interrelation amongst 

technologies, noosphere and augmented reality (Eychenne and Cointot 2014), 
                                                        
28 Amazon ẏɾ ʌɐʌǍȺ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸ ȓɶǸʭ ᶱᶶ ɳǸɶǪǸɅʌ ʌɐ ặ ᶴᶮṣᶳ ǩȡȺȺȡɐɅ ʌțǸ ȺǍɾʌ ʳǸǍɶṣ uʌ ȡɾ ǸɾʌȡɃǍʌǸǱ ʌțǍʌ Ȓɐɶ ǸʬǸɶʳ 
dollar spent by the Americans, 40 cents pass from Amazon . The three main sectors that have allowed 
this growth are: the control of the three -quarters of the smart -speaker market, cloud computi ng and 
the absorption of Whole Foods supermarkets. See: Valsania M., Apple e Amazon, utili record per 22 
miliardi. Alphabet cresce, ma inciampa su tasse e costi , IlSole24Ore, 02/02/18 . URL: 
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/finanza -e-mercati/2018 -02-02/apple -e-amazon -utili -record -22-miliardi -
alphabet -cresce -ma -inc iampa -tasse -e-costi -064420.shtml?uuid=AEcejEtD&refresh_ce=1   
29 Weinberger M. (2017), Amazon's $18 billion cloud business continues to crush Microsoft and Google ẘ 
here's the latest scorecard for the cloud war , Business Insider, 26/09/17 . URL: 
http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazon -web -services -is-battling -microsoft -azure -and -google -cloud -
2017-10/  
30 Mastrolilli P. (2018), Google al la conquista degli oceani , La Stampa, 5/03/18 . URL: 
http://www.lastampa.it/2018/03/05/esteri/ google -alla -conquista -degli -oceani -pronte -tre -nuove -reti -
sottomarine -sq0SMrKwvobmcqGhFIFnTI/pagina.html  
31 Licata P. (2018), Google spinge sul cloud: cavi sottomarini per servizi super -veloci , Corcom,  17/01/18. 
URL: https://www.corrierecomunicazioni.it/digital -economy/cloud/google -spinge -sul -cloud -cavi -
sottomarini -servizi -super -veloci/  

http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/finanza-e-mercati/2018-02-02/apple-e-amazon-utili-record-22-miliardi-alphabet-cresce-ma-inciampa-tasse-e-costi-064420.shtml?uuid=AEcejEtD&refresh_ce=1
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/finanza-e-mercati/2018-02-02/apple-e-amazon-utili-record-22-miliardi-alphabet-cresce-ma-inciampa-tasse-e-costi-064420.shtml?uuid=AEcejEtD&refresh_ce=1
http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazon-web-services-is-battling-microsoft-azure-and-google-cloud-2017-10/
http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazon-web-services-is-battling-microsoft-azure-and-google-cloud-2017-10/
http://www.lastampa.it/2018/03/05/esteri/google-alla-conquista-degli-oceani-pronte-tre-nuove-reti-sottomarine-sq0SMrKwvobmcqGhFIFnTI/pagina.html
http://www.lastampa.it/2018/03/05/esteri/google-alla-conquista-degli-oceani-pronte-tre-nuove-reti-sottomarine-sq0SMrKwvobmcqGhFIFnTI/pagina.html
https://www.corrierecomunicazioni.it/digital-economy/cloud/google-spinge-sul-cloud-cavi-sottomarini-servizi-super-veloci/
https://www.corrierecomunicazioni.it/digital-economy/cloud/google-spinge-sul-cloud-cavi-sottomarini-servizi-super-veloci/
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presents the Cloud as the correlation of two technological trends that have emerged 

in the last decade: on the one hand the social , on the other the mobile . 

fɶɐɃ ʌțǸ ɶǸǪȡɳȡǸɅʌɾẏ ɳɐȡɅʌ ɐȒ ʬȡǸʭṞ ȡʌ ɾțɐʔȺǱ ǩǸ ɅɐʌȡǪǸǱ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸ ẎʌǸǪțɅɐȺɐȓȡǪǍȺ 

ǪɐɅʬǸɶɾȡɐɅẏ ʌɐ ʌțǸ Cloud does not only affect the single user who chooses services 

such as iTunes , Google Drive  or Amazon Cloud Player , but also the growing 

companies - above all the SMEs - which decide to outsource the management of 

ǱǍʌǍ ɾʌɐɶǍȓǸ Ǎɾ ʭǸȺȺ Ǎɾ ʌɐ ɳǍʳ Ȓɐɶ ǍɳɳȺȡǪǍʌȡɐɅɾ ǍɅǱ ǪǍȺǪʔȺǍʌȡɐɅ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸɾẏ ɾʔǩɾǪɶȡɳʌȡɐɅṣ 

The appearance of the Cloud is explained by computer scientists using the 

metaphor of electricity - referred to data centres and power stations. Electricity 

consumers do not get the energy source themselves, but they do so by connecting 

devices, thanks to standardised plugs  and power adapters. Information technology 

has a good chance to share the same destiny: instead of processing the information 

from our own systems, we will delegate more and more activities to the storage and 

calculation centres (Rivard 2012: 21).  

It seem s useful to have a closer look at two definitions in computer literacy, which 

are often used for promotional speeches aimed at facilitating the transition of 

companies to the Cloud ṣ uʌ ȡɾ ǱǸȒȡɅǸǱ Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ǸɅǱ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎɾǸȺȒ-ɳɶɐǱʔǪǸǱẏ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ɐɶ Ǎɾ 

the advent of a new infrastructure, thanks to which the user will have only a slight 

interface, while all the custody and data processing operations will take place 

elsewhere . Furthermore, the Cloud ȡɾ ɾțɐʭɅ Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ȒʔȺȒȡȺɃǸɅʌ ɐȒ ẎǱǸɃǍʌǸɶȡǍȺȡɾǸǱẏ 

computing and as the definitive transition of the information society from the earth 

to the Cloud ṣ uɅǱǸǸǱṞ Ẍfrom the ground to the cloud ẍ ȡɾ ɐɅǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ Ƀɐʌʌɐɾ ɐȒ ʌțȡɾ 

technology (Thoreau 2014: 71).  

Some authors affirm that this technology, combined with the Internet of Things,  is 

already leading us towards a society in which proprietary relations will be definitively 

overcome, allowing the affirmation of an economic access paradigm of 

Ẏ>ɐȺȺǍǩɐɶǍʌȡʬǸ >ɐɃɃɐɅɾẏ ǍɅǱ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎʽǸɶɐ ɃǍɶȓȡɅǍȺ Ǫɐɾʌ ɾɐǪȡǸʌʳẏ ṵéȡȒȶȡɅ ᶰᶮᶯᶳṶṣ 

However, there is a lack of a realistic consideration of the social and property 

ɶǸȺǍʌȡɐɅɾẏ ǪțǍɅȓǸɾ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ğǸǩṣ !ʌ ʌțǸ ɃɐɃǸɅʌṞ ʌțǸ ǸɅǱ ɐȒ ẎɾǸȺȒ-ɳɶɐǱʔǪǸǱẏ ǪɐɃɳʔʌȡɅȓ 

is producing an impressive process of centralisation of the media production 
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(machines) and calculation (al gorithms) as well as digital data (the raw material) 

produced by users.  

The pay -per -use formula is possible because the biggest actors of the platform 

capitalism are increasingly concentrating Cloud ownership in their own hands.  

In 2008 32 at the dawn of thi s new technology, the founder of the Free Software 

Foundation , Richard Stallman harshly criticised the ideological question and the 

advertising campaigns aimed at presenting the Cloud Ǎɾ ǍɅ ẎȡɅǸʬȡʌǍǩȺǸ ǸʬɐȺʔʌȡɐɅẏ ɐȒ 

information technology and Internet infr astructure, inviting companies to not adopt 

it. According to Stallman, there were two main problems: on the one hand, the 

transition to Cloud computing - far from attenuating the commercial logic that had 

colonised the Internet for some decades - reinforce Ǳ ȡʌṞ ʌțǍɅȶɾ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ẎȺɐǪǍʌȡɐɅẏ 

system of services and licenses; on the other hand, there was a growing risk of 

ǱȡɾɳɐɾɾǸɾɾȡɅȓ ɳǸɶɾɐɅǍȺ ǱǍʌǍṞ ʌɶǍɅɾȒǸɶɶǸǱ ʌɐ Ǎ Ẏcloud ẏ owned by others - a 

phenomenon that renews property relations and, at the same time, threat ens 

ȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺɾẏ ȒɶǸǸǱɐɃ ǍɅǱ ɳɶȡʬǍǪʳṣ 

In light of this, Stallman has repeatedly invited users and businesses to store data on 

their personal computers or servers.  

! ȒǸʭ ʳǸǍɶɾ ȺǍʌǸɶṞ Ǎʌ Ǎ ẎNuit Debout ẏ ȓǍʌțǸɶȡɅȓ ȡɅ æǍɶȡɾ ȡɅ ᶰᶮᶯᶴṞ țǸ ɾʔȓȓǸɾʌǸǱ Ǎ ʬǸɶʳ 

effecti ve formula: with the Cloud , it is not the user who has control of the program, 

but the program has control of the user; and it is the owner (of the Cloud ) who has 

control over the program and the data produced through it. The Cloud is therefore, 

in Stallma Ʌẏɾ ɐɳȡɅȡɐɅṞ Ǎ ǱǸʬȡǪǸ ẎǱǸɳɶȡʬǸǱẏ ɐȒ ȒɶǸǸǱɐɃ ǍɅǱ ǍʔʌɐɅɐɃʳ ɐɅ ʌțǸ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌṞ 

which introduces surveillance techniques much stronger than those experienced in 

the Soviet Union 33 

                                                        
32 ZDNet (2008), Richard Stallman dénonce le caractère propriétaire du Cloud computing, 30/09/08 . 
URL: https://www.zdnet.fr/actualites/richard -stallman -denon ce-le-caractere -proprietaire -du -cloud -
computing -39383753.htm ; Johnson B. (2008), Cloud computing is a trap, warns GNU founder Richard 
Stallman , The Guardian, 29/09/08 . URL: 
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2008/sep/29/cloud.computing.richard.stallman  
33 A summary of the intervention can be found at the following link: https://blogs.mediapart.fr/jean -
pierre -favier/blog/250416/richard -stallman -pionnier -des -logiciels -libres -la-nuit -debout  . ñʌǍȺȺǍɃǍɅẏɾ 
complete intervention can be downloaded from the NuitDebout Wiki p age: 
https://wiki.nuitdebout.fr/wiki/Villes/Paris/Numérique  

https://www.zdnet.fr/actualites/richard-stallman-denonce-le-caractere-proprietaire-du-cloud-computing-39383753.htm
https://www.zdnet.fr/actualites/richard-stallman-denonce-le-caractere-proprietaire-du-cloud-computing-39383753.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2008/sep/29/cloud.computing.richard.stallman
https://blogs.mediapart.fr/jean-pierre-favier/blog/250416/richard-stallman-pionnier-des-logiciels-libres-la-nuit-debout
https://blogs.mediapart.fr/jean-pierre-favier/blog/250416/richard-stallman-pionnier-des-logiciels-libres-la-nuit-debout
https://wiki.nuitdebout.fr/wiki/Villes/Paris/Num%C3%A9rique
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As far as the second ideological justification of the Cloud is concerned, it is bas ed on 

ʌțǸ ǍǱʬǸɅʌ ɐȒ Ǎ ɅǸʭ ẎǱǸɃǍʌǸɶȡǍȺȡɾǸǱẏ ǪɐɃɳʔʌǸɶ ɾǪȡǸɅǪǸ ʌțɶɐʔȓț ʌțǸ Ẏcloud ẏṣ ÿțȡɾ 

means that the data centre is the second essential aspect of the Cloud , and that 

pushes us to redo the reverse path: from the cloud to the ground.  

Vincent Mosco defines d ǍʌǍ ǪǸɅʌɶǸɾ Ʌɐʌ Ǎɾ ɾȡɃɳȺǸ ẎǱǸɳɐɾȡʌɾẏṞ ǩʔʌ Ǎɾ ɶǸǍȺ ǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ 

factories (Smyrnaios 2017) that store and process an enormous amount of data. For 

François Thoreau, in the same way the industrial society used to extract barrels of oil, 

the information society pro duces its data centres (Thoreau 2014).  

More precisely, data centres can be defined as:  

physical sites where the computer equipment and the technological devices 

necessary for their continuous operation are concentrated (frames and cable ducts, 

air -conditio ning systems, air filtering, energy distribution, alarm and fire -

extinguishing systems, surveillance with cameras and / or sensors, network inputs 

and outputs, physical security on the site  (Carnino and Marquet 2018: 25).  

However, they cause not only an in discriminate consumption of soil in proximity of 

urban centres, but also enormous ecological impact problems. In short, we are 

exactly in the opposite direction of what has been defined as the advent of 

dematerialised IT.  

Each data centre is made up of two  parts: the part of the calculation machines is 

ȓǸɅǸɶǍȺȺʳ ǱǸȒȡɅǸǱ uÿ ṵuɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ ÿǸǪțɅɐȺɐȓʳṶ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ɶǸɾʌ ȡɾ ǱǸȒȡɅǸǱ Ǎɾ Ẏɐʔʌ-uÿẏṣ 

ÿɐȓǸʌțǸɶṞ uÿ ǍɅǱ Ẏɐʔʌ-uÿẏ ɃǍȶǸ ʔɳ ʭțǍʌ ȡɾ ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ẎȡɅȒɶǍɾʌɶʔǪʌʔɶǸẏṣ 

The data centres are also divided according to their size:  Ẏmicro ẏṞ Ẏmeso ẏ ǍɅǱ Ẏmega ẏ 

(Carnino and Marquet 2018: 28). Different types of economic activity correspond to 

different surfaces. For example, a data centre in a computer room in a university can 

occupy 30 square meters; Courneve ẏɾ ǱǍʌǍ ǪǸɅʌɶǸ ȡɅ ʌțǸ æǍɶȡsian suburbs occupies 

20.000; Apple  owns one in Oregon of 330.000 square meters. The largest in the 

world occupies 6.3 million square meters and is installed near the city of Langfang in 

China.  

The mega data centers are an exclusive prerogative of the bigg est actors of the Web. 

They are usually built in exotic places or very far from the urban centres, so much 
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ǱȡɾʌǍɅʌ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸʳ ɾɐɃǸʌȡɃǸɾ ʌǍȺȶ Ǎǩɐʔʌ ẎɐȒȒɾțɐɶǸ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃɾẏṣ ñɐɃǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸɃ ǍɶǸ ȡɅ ʌțǸ 

San Francisco Bay, the caves of the Loire, Siberia or ancient mi ssile launching sites. 

The data centres in urban centres, and especially in their suburbs, belong instead to 

ʌțǸ Ẏmeso ẏ ɐɶ Ẏmicro ẏ ǪǍʌǸȓɐɶȡǸɾṞ ǍɅǱ ɃǍȡɅȺʳ ǪɐɅǪǸɶɅ ǱǍʌǍ ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾȡɅȓ ʌțǍʌ ɶǸɵʔȡɶǸ Ǎ 

certain proximity to the network nodes (which are often used by  banks and 

insurance companies).  

Although there are data centres of different sizes, the most common strategy is to 

concentrate the Cloud computing technologies in large infrastructures, owned by 

Internet oligopolies. As shown in a 2010 study by Microsoft  (Rivard 2012) - contained 

in a White Paper dedicated to this topic - in terms of economies of scale, the cost of 

ǪɐɃɳʔʌȡɅȓ ǱǸɶȡʬȡɅȓ ȒɶɐɃ Ǎ ȺǍɶȓǸ ẎǪȺɐʔǱẏ ɾȡʽǸ ȡɾ ǪɐɅɾȡǱǸɶǍǩȺʳ ɶǸǱʔǪǸǱ ǪɐɃɳǍɶǸǱ ʌɐ 

ʌțǍʌ ɳɶɐǱʔǪǸǱ ǩʳ ɾɃǍȺȺ ẎǪȺɐʔǱɾẏṣ ¶ɐɶǸ ɾɳǸǪȡȒȡǪǍȺȺʳṞ Microsoft 'ɾ ẎğțȡʌǸ =ɐɐȶẏ ɾʌǍʌǸɾ ʌțǍʌ 

the mega data centre produces an 80 percent reduction in total cost of ownership 

ṵÿ>ÃṞ ÿɐʌǍȺ >ɐɾʌ ɐȒ ÃʭɅǸɶɾțȡɳṶ ɐȒ ɃǍǪțȡɅǸɾṝ ʌțǸ ǪɐɃǩȡɅǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ẎȺǍɶȓǸẏ ɐɳǸɶǍʌȡɐɅɾ 

ṵǪɐɅɅǸǪʌȡɐɅ ɳɐɐȺȡɅȓṞ ǱǍʌǍ ǍɅǱ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸ ɃʔʌʔǍȺȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ȡɅ ẎɃʔȺʌȡ-tena Ʌʌẏ ɃɐǱǸṶṞ 

therefore, creates enormous economies of scale. A data centre of 100.000 servers has 

a TCO of 80 percent lower than that of a data centre made up of 1.000 servers.  

 

Big Data  

ÿțǸ ɾǸǪɐɅǱ ɾʳɾʌǸɃ ʌțǍʌ ɃǍȶǸɾ ʔɳ ʌțǸ ẎɅǸʭ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌẏ ȡɾ Big Data . In the first instance, 

Big Data  refers to the processes and techniques of collection, storage and 

processing of a very large set of digital data, quite often of an unstructured 

quantitative nature. At the same time, with this term - and more specifically, with 

th e expression data mining  - we refer to the techniques of correlating data, in order 

ʌɐ ǍǪɵʔȡɶǸ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ ȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺɾẏ ǩǸțǍʬȡɐʔɶ ǍɅǱ ǍʌʌȡʌʔǱǸɾṞ ǍɅǱ ʌɐ ǸȺǍǩɐɶǍʌǸ ɐɅ 

them predictive analyses  (Bensamoun and Zolynski 2015).  

This is the case of the Amazon Mach ine Learning  algorithm, which aims to calculate 

in advance who will buy and what will buy, in order to optimise on the one hand 

logistics, and on the other to offer customers solutions and offers always more 

ɳǸɶɾɐɅǍȺȡɾǸǱṣ !ɃǍʽɐɅẏɾ ʌǸǪțɅȡɵʔǸ ȡɾ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ɳɶǸdictive analysis, defined on the 

ǩǍɾȡɾ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǪȺȡǸɅʌẏɾ țȡɾʌɐɶʳṞ ȡʌɾ ɳɶɐȒȡȺǸ ǍɅǱ ɐʌțǸɶ ȒǍǪʌɐɶɾṞ ɾʔǪț Ǎɾ Ⱥȡɾʌɾ ɐȒ ʭȡɾțǸɾ ǍɅǱ 
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ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌɾ ǸʲɳɶǸɾɾǸǱ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ɳǍɾʌṞ Ǎɾ ʭǸȺȺ Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ʌȡɃǸ ʭțǸɅ ʌțǸ ǪʔɾʌɐɃǸɶẏɾ ɳɐȡɅʌǸɶ 

remains stopped on a certain object (before clicking it). The system does not expect 

the package to be delivered before it is ordered, even if Amazon does not rule out 

ʌțȡɾ ẎȓɐǍȺẏṣ fɐɶ ʌțǸ ʌȡɃǸ ǩǸȡɅȓṞ ʌțǸ ɳɶǸǱȡǪʌȡʬǸ ɾʳɾʌǸɃ ɾǸɶʬǸɾ ʌɐ ɾɳǸǸǱ ʔɳ ʌțǸ ʌɶǍɅɾȒǸɶ 

of the object from one storage point to another so tha ʌ ȡʌ ȡɾ ǪȺɐɾǸɶ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ǪʔɾʌɐɃǸɶɾẏ 

addresses when (and if) they order it.  

Over the past fifteen years, we have moved from a context in which three -quarters of 

the data was produced analogically in a context where they constitute only 1 percent 

of the data pr oduced. Therefore, the term Big Data applies to a voluminous amount 

of data, and voluminously means that it exceeds the human computing capacity. 

This is the first V, which indicates the Volume  of Big Data . Then there are three 

more:  

V for Velocity : the ex treme speed with which we produce data at every moment of 

our daily life, at a speed that by far exceeds the time of human decision to learn its 

flow and calculate it.  

V for Variety : the wide variety of available data and which makes possible their 

corre lation (the scientists believe that variety and quantity of possible correlations 

ʭȡȺȺ ǍȺȺɐʭ ʌțǸ ɳțǸɅɐɃǸɅɐɅ ɐȒ Ẏserendipity ẏṞ ȡṣǸṣ ʔɅǸʲɳǸǪʌǸǱ ǱȡɾǪɐʬǸɶȡǸɾṞ ȡɅ ɾǪȡǸɅʌȡȒȡǪ 

research).  

V for Value : Big Data , as we have already specified, are a source of value, a raw 

material that is transformed into economic value (as we have fully shown in the first 

part of this chapter).  

Google  has come to a turning point and a decisive acceleration as far as both the 

data mining and data extraction processes are concerned. Th anks to its search 

engine based on the Page Rank algorithm and its Web global indexing techniques, 

it has been the first to have to compare with a large amount of data, data 

ǪɐɶɶǸȺǍʌȡɐɅɾ ǍɅǱ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ȺȡɃȡʌɾ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎʌɶǍǱȡʌȡɐɅǍȺẏ ǱǍʌǍ ɾʌɐɶǍȓǸ ʌɐɐȺɾṣ ÿțǸ 

math ematical algorithm model of Google , until then used just a little in computer 

science, is the web link graph, made up of all the pages (nodes) and links (arcs) that 

form the web. It assigns a numerical value to each link (hyperlink) present in a World 

Wide  Web document. The value of the Page Rank  measures the importance of a 
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page. The link to a page counts as a support vote. The PageRank  of a page depends 

on the PageRank  of the pages linking to it.  

Besides Google Page Rank , an enormous amount of data also c omes from social 

networks. In 2017, Facebook  has brought together more than 2 billion users and the 

Facebook -based WhatsApp messaging brings together about 1 billion. Instagram 

has been joined by 700 million users, Linkedln  by 500 (owned by Microsoft ) and 

Twitter  and Snapchat  by about 300 million.  

But what defines the peculiarity of Big Data , considering the Four V rule?  

Variety and Volume determine that Big Data  are free from the crucial notion in 

ɾʌǍʌȡɾʌȡǪǍȺ ɾǪȡǸɅǪǸ ɐȒ ẎɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌǍʌȡʬǸ ɾǍɃɳȺǸẏṣ uɅ ȒǍǪʌṞ ʌțey do not give us a sample 

average, but tend to the descriptive totality of a set of behaviours and social 

relations, in order to acquire the most collectable data to be able to then correlate 

them. They thus challenge the method of random sampling, which has informed the 

ɾǪȡǸɅǪǸ ɐȒ ɾʌǍʌȡɾʌȡǪɾ ɾȡɅǪǸ ȡʌɾ ǩȡɶʌțṣ ÿțǸʳ ɶǸɾɳɐɅǱ ʌɐ ğǸɾʌǸɶɅ ɾɐǪȡǸʌȡǸɾẏ ʌǸɅǱǸɅǪʳ ǩʳ 

reducing the risk to regulate complexity (Mayer -Schonberger 2014: 70).  

As some authors show, Big Data  are the basis of a new form of governmentality, the  

algorithmic governance. They are distant from our traditional statistical techniques 

ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ẎǍʬǸɶǍȓǸẏṞ ẎɅɐɶɃǍȺȡʌʳẏ ǍɅǱ ẎɅɐɶɃẏṝ ȡɅǱǸǸǱṞ ʌțǸʳ ʌɶʳ ʌɐ ǪǍɳʌʔɶǸ ʌțǸ ẎɾɐǪȡǍȺ 

ɶǸǍȺȡʌʳẏ ȡɅ Ǎ ǱȡɶǸǪʌ ǍɅǱ ȡɃɃǸǱȡǍʌǸ ʭǍʳṞ ȓɐȡɅȓ ʌɐʭǍɶǱɾ Ǎ ɅǸʭ ẎɶǸȓȡɃǸẏ ɐȒ ǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ ʌɶʔʌț 

(Rouvroy and Berns 2013: 165). Data mining reconstructs singular cases without 

ɶǸȒǸɶɶȡɅȓ ʌɐ ǍɅʳ ẎȓǸɅǸɶǍȺ ɅɐɶɃẏṞ ǩʔʌ ɶǍʌțǸɶ ʌɐ Ǎ ɾʳɾʌǸɃ ɐȒ ɶǸȺǍʌȡɐɅɾ ǩǸʌʭǸǸɅ ǱȡȒȒǸɶǸɅʌ 

ɃǸǍɾʔɶǸɾṞ ȡɶɶǸǱʔǪȡǩȺǸ ʌɐ Ǎ ẎɃǸǱȡʔɃẏṣ ÿɐȓǸʌțǸɶ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ɾǍɃɳȺȡɅȓ ɃǸʌțɐǱṞ ʌțǸ 

ʌɶǍǱȡʌȡɐɅǍȺ ẎɅɐɶɃǍʌȡʬȡʌʳẏ ɐȒ ɾʌǍʌȡɾʌȡǪɾ ṵǍɅǱ ǪɐɅɾǸɵʔǸɅʌȺʳ ʌțǸ ɶǍʌȡɐ ɐȒ ǪǍʔɾǍȺȡʌʳṶ ȡɾ ʌțʔɾ 

overcome: Big Data  do not explain why a phenomenon happens, but show us what 

happens, with the claim to achieve a greater level precision.  

! ɾɐɶʌ ɐȒ ɅǸʭ ẎǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ ɳɐɾȡʌȡʬȡɾɃẏ ṵ¶ɐɾǪɐ 2016), is the basis of a new technique of 

statistical government, as already anticipated by Michel Foucault in his course at the 

Collège de France of 1977 -78 (Foucault 2004). With the advent of neoliberal policies, 

the monopoly of statistics on the side o f public institutions has led to private use, 

and above all monopolised by companies that use them for commercial purposes 
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(Cardon 2015). The new techniques of statistical calculation « serve now less to 

represent what is real than to act on it  » (Ibidem : 41). 

As Dominique Cardon notes, the so -called Big Data  ẎɶǸʬɐȺʔʌȡɐɅẏ ȡɾ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ʭǍʳ ʌțǸʳ ǍɶǸ 

ǪǍȺǪʔȺǍʌǸǱṞ ɃɐɶǸ ʌțǍɅ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ǍǪǪʔɃʔȺǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ Ǎ ȺǍɶȓǸ ǍɃɐʔɅʌ ɐȒ ǱǍʌǍṣ uɅ ʌțǸ Ǎʔʌțɐɶẏɾ 

opinion, the advent of data -analyses led to three main changes in how our societ ies 

construct self -ɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌǍʌȡɐɅɾ ʌțɶɐʔȓț ɅʔɃǩǸɶɾ ǍɅǱ ȒȡȓʔɶǸɾṝ ᶯṶ ʌțǸ ẎɃǸǍɾʔɶǸǱẏ 

subjects have turned into computers (i.e. the public institutions are no longer in 

ǪțǍɶȓǸ ɐȒ ȒʔɅǪʌȡɐɅɾ ɐȒ ǪǍȺǪʔȺǍʌȡɐɅṶ ᶰṶ ẎɳɶǸ-ɐʭɅǸǱ ǪǍʌǸȓɐɶȡǸɾẏ ɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌ ȺǸɾɾ ǍɅǱ ȺǸɾɾ 

indiv iduals who singularise more and more 3) statistical correlations go no longer 

from the cause to the consequence, but they go back from the consequence 

towards the estimation of probable causes through correlations.  

In light of this, Cardon ( Ibidem : 18 ff.) distinguishes four types of digital calculation, 

depending on the position occupied by the machine and the calculation algorithm 

ȡɅ ɶǸȺǍʌȡɐɅ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȺǱ ʌțǍʌ ȡʌ ʌɶȡǸɾ ʌɐ ẎǱǸɾǪɶȡǩǸẏṞ ʌțǸ ğǸǩṝ ʌțǸ ɃǸǍɾʔɶǸɃǸɅʌɾ ǪǍɅ ǩǸ 

ẎɐɅ ʌțǸ ɾȡǱǸẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ğǸǩṞ ɐɶ ẎǍǩɐʬǸẏṞ ẎȡɅɾȡǱǸẏ ɐɶ ẎǩǸȺɐʭẏṣ ¬Ǹʌ ʔɾ țǍʬǸ Ǎ ǪȺɐɾǸɶ Ⱥɐɐȶ Ǎʌ ʌțǸ 

Cardon classification:  

ǍṶ Ẏ=ǸɾȡǱǸ ʌțǸ ğǸǩẏṝ ʌțǸɾǸ ǍɶǸ ʌțǸ ǍʔǱȡǸɅǪǸ ɃǸǍɾʔɶǸɃǸɅʌɾṞ ʭțȡǪț ǪǍȺǪʔȺǍʌǸ ʌțǸ 

ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ǪȺȡǪȶɾ ǍɅǱ ɐɶǱǸɶ ʌțǸ ɳɐɳʔȺǍɶȡʌʳ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɾȡʌǸɾṣ ÿțǸɾǸ ɃǸǍɾʔɶǸɾ ǍɶǸ ɾʌȡȺȺ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ 

traditional cal culation techniques, i.e. on the statistical sample (the classic example is 

Google Analytics  or web advertising).  

ǩṶ Ẏ!ǩɐʬǸ ʌțǸ ğǸǩẏṝ ʌțǸɾǸ ǍɶǸ ʌțǸ ʌǸǪțɅȡɵʔǸɾ ɐȒ țȡǸɶǍɶǪțȡǪǍȺ ɾȡʌǸ Ǎʔʌțɐɶȡʌʳ ʌțɶɐʔȓț 

hypertexts (this is the case, as we have seen, of Google P age Rank , which has paved 

the way for Big Data ). 

ǪṶ ẎuɅɾȡǱǸ ʌțǸ ğǸǩẏṝ ʌțǸɾǸ ǍɶǸ ʌțǸ ɃǸǍɾʔɶǸɾ ɐȒ ɶǸɳʔʌǍʌȡɐɅ - typical of social networks - 

which are aimed at enhancing the reputation of people and products (it is the case 

of Facebook  and Twitter , which have  contributed in relevant way to the quantitative 

jump of Big Data ). 

ǱṶ Ẏ=ǸȺɐʭ ʌțǸ ğǸǩẏṝ ʌțǸɾǸ ǍɶǸ ʌțǸ ɅǸʭ ɳɶǸǱȡǪʌȡʬǸ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃɾ ǱǸɾȡȓɅǸǱ ʌɐ ɶǸǪɐɶǱ ʌțǸ 

traces of user behaviour, in order to personalise information (in particular 

advertising) and to predict their behaviour (as in the case of Amazon Machine 

Learning ). 
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The analyses we have referred to above are useful because they show us not only the 

modification of the calculation systems in the last decades, but also the social 

conditions that have allowed t heir development. It is clear that it is society itself that 

tends to use calculation - statistics, reputation measures, and evaluations - as a form 

of measurement and organisation of social relations.  

But we cannot absolutize the Big Data  model and reach the conclusion that it will 

lead us to a form of government based on total calculation and to an entirely 

calculable and predictable society. In fact, these algorithms very often are wrong, 

and tend not to grasp the nuances and aspects of unpredictability that make up the 

ɾɳțǸɶǸ ɐȒ ȡɅǱȡʬȡǱʔǍȺɾẏ ǱǸɾȡɶǸɾ ǍɅǱ ǸʲɳǸǪʌǍʌȡɐɅɾṞ ȡɅ ʌțǸȡɶ ɾȡɅȓʔȺǍɶ ǍɅǱ ǪɐȺȺǸǪʌȡʬǸ 

actions.  

Before setting up a new Leviathan and a great digital Panopticon, as we have deeply 

shown earlier in our analysis, the algorithms are for the actors  of platform capitalism: 

the main fixed capital of the capitalist platforms and the Big Data  production of the 

raw material from which they continuously extract value.  

As Matteo Pasquinelli (2009) has observed, too often there is a tendency to criticise 

th e Big Data  ɃɐǱǸȺ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃɾ ɐɅ ʌțǸ Ẏǩȡɐ-ɳɐȺȡʌȡǪǍȺẏ ȺǸʬǸȺṞ ɾțɐʭȡɅȓ țɐʭ ȡʌ 

ȡɅʌɶɐǱʔǪǸɾ ɅǸʭ ȒɐɶɃɾ ɐȒ ɾʔɶʬǸȡȺȺǍɅǪǸ ǍɅǱ ǪɐɅʌɶɐȺṞ ʭțȡȺǸ ʌțǸ Ẏǩȡɐ-ǸǪɐɅɐɃȡǪẏ ɾȡǱǸ ɐȒ 

the problem is forgotten. In the case of Google , for example, « is not simply 

an  apparatus o f dataveillance from above but an apparatus of value production 

from below » (Pasquinelli 2009: 155). To the author, even the alternative digital 

ɃɐǱǸȺɾ ɐȒʌǸɅ ʔɅǱǸɶǸɾʌȡɃǍʌǸ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǩȺǸɃ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ʬǍȺʔǸẏ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅṣ ÃɅ ʌțǸ 

contrary, a political respons e to Google ẏɾ ɃɐɅɐɳɐȺʳ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃɾẏ ȒȡǸȺǱ ǪǍɅ ǩǸ 

imagined only by focusing on the problem of the production of value (and added 

value) of the network: « [...] also the new fashionable schools of peer -to -peer 

cooperation and  internet -ǩǍɾǸǱ ẬɾɐǪȡǍȺ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅậ ʭȡȺȺ ȒǍȡȺ ʌɐ ɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌ Ǎ ǱǸǪǸɅʌ 

political proposal until they address the issue of production and accumulation of 

Network surplus -value » (Ibidem : 161). 
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The Internet of Things  

We have already observed how the evolution of Google ẏɾ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃṞ PageR ank , and 

the following appearance of Web 2.0 and  social networks  has promoted the advent 

of Big Data . Together with these major Web innovations, we have to consider the 

ẎʌǍɅȓȡǩȺǸẏ ɾȡǱǸ ɐȒ ǱǍʌǍ ɾɳɶǸǍǱṞ ʌɐǱǍʳ ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ʌțǸ ẎInternet of Things ẏṣ 

The data, indeed , come from different sources: Internet, social networks, messaging 

services, smartphones, GPS, sensors and other connected devices.  These data 

collection techniques also fuel the Smart City  model (which we will discuss in the 

second chapter, with referenc e to Open Data ). 

The Internet of Things  presents itself as a sort of version of the current Internet 

extended to the set of connected devices which is able to send information, directly 

or indirectly, to the Internet itself (Weill and Souissi 2010: 90).  Or iginally, the Internet 

of Things  started from  mobile  technology.  Then, this technology has developed 

thanks to the spread of Smartphones and Pads.  The Internet of Things  represents, 

indeed, the evolution of the Machine -to -Machine  (M2M) technology developed  in 

order to control machines at a distance.  At the same time, its appearance was 

supported by the introduction, in 2000, of the IP ( Internet Protocol ) on mobile 

networks.  

If, at first, the Internet was based on the connection between people, through 

a per sonal computer , the Internet of Things  represents, at the same time, a 

connection between men and machines and between machines and machines.  A 

ẎǪɐɅɅǸǪʌǸǱ ǱǸʬȡǪǸẏ ǪɐɅɾȡɾʌɾ ɐȒ ʌțɶǸǸ ȒʔɅǱǍɃǸɅʌǍȺ ǸȺǸɃǸɅʌɾṝ ǍṶ ǪɐȺȺǸǪʌǸǱṞ ɾʌɐɶǸǱ ɐɶ 

processed data;  b) algorithms  for processing data;  c) the ecosystem in which it 

interacts;  

As Imad Saleh points out, starting from these technological innovations the Internet 

ȡɾṞ ʌțǸɶǸȒɐɶǸṞ ǩǸǪɐɃȡɅȓ Ǎ ẎHyperNet ẏṝ 

   A network consisting of a multitude of (physical, documentary) artef acts, 

(biological, algorithmic) actors, scripts and concepts (linked data, metadata, 
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ontologies, folksonomies), called the  Internet of Things, which connects billions 

of human beings, but also billions of objects (Saleh 2017 34). 

The Internet of Things , in ʌțǸ Ǎʔʌțɐɶẏɾ ɐɳȡɅȡɐɅṞ ɾțɐʭɾ ʔɾ ʌțǸ ʌțȡɶǱ ɾʌǍȓǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶẏɾ ǸʬɐȺʔʌȡɐɅṝ ȒɶɐɃ Ǎ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ɐȒ ǪɐɃɳʔʌǸɶɾ ʌɐ Ǎ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ɐȒ personal 

computers , and then to a roaming network integrating communication 

technologies.  

According to the Cisco  White Paper 35, the Internet of Things  represents an economic 

affair of $ 14.4 trillion dollars for businesses and other economic actors in the next ten 

years.  ÿțȡɾ ȡɾ Ʌɐʌ ʌțǸ ʬǍȺʔǸ ɶǸɾʔȺʌȡɅȓ ȒɶɐɃ ʌțǸ ɾǍȺǸ ɐȒ ẎǪɐɃɃʔɅȡǪǍʌȡɅȓ ǱǸʬȡǪǸɾẏṞ ǩʔʌ 

from the integration of IoT into th e company in order to transform, automate, speed 

up processes, use resources better, improve productivity and provide better 

products.  Cisco  defines this convergence of objects, processes and people as 

the  Internet of Everything . 

Today, the Internet of Thi ngs  affects, on the one hand, the organisation of urban 

services;  on the other hand, the Industry 4.0  model and logistics presenting a neo -

Tayloristic man -machine relationship.  But it tends to invest in many other sectors: 

healthcare, remote surveillance s ystems, connected farming aimed at optimising 

water use, connected vehicles aimed at improving urban traffic management, 

connected electromagnetic devices aimed at reducing electricity consumption and 

distribution, and so on.  

The introduction of the Intern et of Things  is seen by some authors as one of the 

main ways in which a new intelligent Internet infrastructure, once established, will 

give life to the Third Industrial Revolution, where companies will be capable of 

connecting  online  neighbourhoods, citie s, regions, continents, what some define a 

global neural network (Rifkin 2015).  The Internet of Things Ṟ ȡɅ éȡȒȶȡɅẏɾ ɐɳȡɅȡɐɅṞ 

consists of three components: an Internet of communications, an Internet of energy 

and a logistics Internet, all « working together  in a single operating system, 

continuously identifying ways to increase thermodynamics efficiency and 

                                                        
34 Availabe at  : https://www.openscience.fr/IM G/pdf/iste_idov1n1_1.pdf   
35 Consultable at the following address: 
https: //www.cisco.com/c/dam/global/en_ca/solutions/executive/assets/pdf/internet -of -things -fr.pdf  
 

https://www.openscience.fr/IMG/pdf/iste_idov1n1_1.pdf
https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=https://www.cisco.com/c/dam/global/en_ca/solutions/executive/assets/pdf/internet-of-things-fr.pdf
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productivity in the management of resources, in the goods and services creation 

and distribution, and in waste recycling  » (Ibidem : 12). 

Also in this cas ǸṞ ȡʌ ɾțɐʔȺǱ ǩǸ ɅɐʌȡǪǸǱ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸ Ǎʔʌțɐɶẏɾ ǍɅǍȺʳɾȡɾ ȡɾ ǪțǍɶǍǪʌǸɶȡɾǸǱ ǩʳ Ǎ 

certain technological optimism (and determinism), in which the conception of 

technology is separated from an analysis of social balance of power.  The use of 

technology is never neutra l, but it belongs to social, economic and political 

fields.  The productivity efficiency attained thanks to the improvement of 

interconnected logistics, which Rifkin is praising, at the moment is also taking the 

shape of neo -Taylorism and worse working cond itions.  

In other words, the commons  of the Internet of Things  that Rifkin describes will not 

spontaneously arise from technology, but from a social construction that will change 

the technology and the relationship between human beings and the algorithmic 

m achines.  

Amazon , for example, has patented a bracelet that remotely monitors the position of 

the worker's hands and guides them by vibrating if the movement does not meet 

the company's standards. More than replacing men with robots, as the magazine 

GeekWir e observes 36, we are in front of an automation of the man, who works next to 

a real robot, performing repetitive  packaging  tasks, optimising times.  This 

ẎȡɅɅɐʬǍʌȡɐɅẏ ȡɅʌɶɐǱʔǪǸǱ ǩʳ Amazon  in order to control of the timing of logistics 

ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾẏ ʌǍɾȶɾṞ ȡɾ ɳǍɶʌ of the general worsening of working conditions and salary.  All 

this happens in an algorithmic way, as in the case of about half a million  crowd -

workers , recruited on call thanks to the algorithm  Amazon Mechanical Turk  in order 

to perform hyper -repetitive tasks (see Ciccarelli 2017: 23).  

But some phenomena of self -organisation led by trade unions and other ones of 

new mutualism from the bottom -up are more and more beginning to oppose these 

ɅǸʭ ǪɐɅʌɶɐȺ ǱǸʬȡǪǸɾ ȺȡɃȡʌǍʌȡɐɅɾ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾẏ ǍʔʌɐɅɐɃʳṞ ʭțȡǪț ȡɾ ɾomething that 

we will analyse in the second section of this report.  

  

                                                        
36 Boyle A. (2018 ), Amazon wins a pair of patents for wireless wristbands that track warehouse workers , 
GeekWire, 30/01/18 . URL: https://www.geekwire.com/2018/amazon -wins -patents -wireless -wristbands -
track -warehouse -workers   

https://www.geekwire.com/2018/amazon-wins-patents-wireless-wristbands-track-warehouse-workers
https://www.geekwire.com/2018/amazon-wins-patents-wireless-wristbands-track-warehouse-workers


  

 

H2020 ṾICT-2016-1                       DECODE D2.4 Data driven disruptive commons -based models  

72 

The two faces of the new Internet: data extraction and the Cloud  law 

philosophy  

The entanglement of the three technological systems that we have analysed relies 

on a double  structural  aspect  of platform capitalism.  

On the one hand,  Cloud computing  technologies  show us the  extractive  logic  that 

characterises the so -called GAFAM related to social data produced by users.  On the 

other hand, the progressive concentration of these technologies  in  data centres  

gives us an idea of the  intangible side  of platform capitalism.  

Indeed, the main Internet actors have not only gained economic dominant positions, 

but are at the same time globally reconfiguring the relations of sovereignty.  This is 

what B enjamin Bratton, with a very evocative formula borrowed from jurist Carl 

Schmitt, defined as a new  cloud nomos  (Bratton 2015) . With this expression, the 

author wants to describe the intertwining of the traditional powers of sovereign 

states, of supranation al entities like the IMF and the World Bank, and the new power 

represented by the great actors of platform capitalism.  uɅ =ɶǍʌʌɐɅẏɾ ʬȡǸʭṞ ʌțȡɾ 

combination would be shaping a new global infrastructure, made up of different 

layers ( The Stack ) affecting both virtual and physical reality.  

Let us look at these two aspects more closely.  

First of all, let us focus on the extraction logic of the so -called GAFAM, well expressed 

by expressions such as data mining  or data extraction . Far from approaching to 

technical and technological innovation in a deterministic way, it is our intention to 

ǩɶȡɅȓ ʌțǸɾǸ ʌɶǸɅǱɾ ʭȡʌțȡɅ Ǎ ɃɐɶǸ ȓǸɅǸɶǍȺ ẎǸʲʌɶǍǪʌȡʬǸ ȺɐȓȡǪẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɃʔɅȡǪȡɳǍȺȡʌʳṞ 

characterising the platform capitalism model today.  

For Srnicek, the author of  Platform Capitalism  (2017), the  platform  business  model  is 

ǸɾɾǸɅʌȡǍȺȺʳ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ǸʲʌɶǍǪʌȡɐɅ ǍɅǱ ǸʲɳȺɐȡʌǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǱǍʌǍṞ ǍɅǱ ʌțȡɾṞ ȡɅ ʌțǸ Ǎʔʌțɐɶẏɾ 

opinion, is the keystone that enables us to understand their oligopolistic 

statement.  Srnicek is for an interpretation of the cap italist platforms that highlights 

their dual function: they play the role of political actors increasingly gaining a 

position of power and, at the same time, the one of economic actors within a new 

capitalist production mode.  
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For other authors (Mezzadra an d Neilson 2018; Hardt and Negri 2017), the same 

ẎǸʲʌɶǍǪʌȡʬǸ ȺɐȓȡǪẏ ȡɅʬǸɾʌɾ ʌɐǱǍʳ Ʌɐʌ ɐɅȺʳ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ɾǸǪʌɐɶ ɐȒ ɃȡɅǸɶǍȺ ɶǸɾɐʔɶǪǸɾ ǍɅǱ ẎȺǍɅǱẏ 

ɐɶ ẎɅǍʌʔɶǍȺẏ ǪɐɃɃɐɅ ǍɾɾǸʌɾ - as in the case of  land grabbing  ȡɅ !ȒɶȡǪǍ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ẎɅǸɐ-

ǸʲʌɶǍǪʌȡʬȡɾɃẏ ȡɅ ¬ǍʌȡɅ !ɃǸɶȡǪǍ - but  also other direct sectors such as logistics, finance 

and algorithms, the latter designed to extract value from social cooperation, when it 

« consists of machines, device control, algorithmic protocols, and logistic 

coordination systems  » (Mezzadra and Nei lson 2018: 103). An extractive logic that, 

even if showing each time a different face, acts directly on the common, conceived 

as an intrinsic quality of social cooperation and its products (such as data): « The best 

guide to understanding contemporary extr action, in fact, is to follow the forms of 

the common on which it depends, since the common is what is extracted and 

transformed into private property » (Hardt and Negri 2017: 166).  One of these faces 

takes the form of the extraction of what the authors ca ll social data : 

ÿțǸ ɃǸʌǍɳțɐɶɾ ɐȒ ẪǱǍʌǍ ɃȡɅȡɅȓẫ ǍɅǱ ẪǱǍʌǍ ǸʲʌɶǍǪʌȡɐɅẫ ɳǍȡɅʌ ǍɅ ȡɃǍȓǸ ɐȒ 

unstructured fields of social data that are available for capture by intrepid 

prospectors, just like oil or minerals in the earth - and indeed there is today a digital 

gold rush to rival California and the Yukon. The mining and extraction of data 

means capturing value by searching for patterns in large data pools and 

structuring data so that it can be stored and sold (Ibidem: 168 ). 

If the extraction of data produced by so cial cooperation is the first crucial aspect 

characterising the logic and dynamics of platform capitalism, also the second aspect 

of the same problem, which we have defined as the  tangible side  of the Cloud , 

should not be underestimated.  

Indeed, the big In ternet oligopolies need not only the extraction of large amounts of 

data, but also the extraction and consumption of huge quantities of energy and raw 

materials (silicon, water, electricity, and so on).  Not only that: they also need portions 

of territory i n order to install offshore  platforms, where they can group together 

computing machines and digital data.  Summarising and developing the Benjamin 

=ɶǍʌʌɐɅẏɾ ɾʔȓȓǸɾʌȡɐɅṞ ʌțǸ ɅǸʭ Cloud nomos , from the point of view of the 

consumption of resources and raw mate rials, involves the main elements recalled by 

Schmitt in his analysis dedicated to the birth and development of modern 
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capitalism 37: the  land  (in its double meaning of territory of the States and of mineral 

resources);  the water  (source of energy and, at th e same, element needed for the 

cooling of  data centres,  as well as the cables built in the seabed);  the  air  , in the form 

ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎǪȺɐʔǱẏ ṵʌțǸ ɳɶȡʬǍʌȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǪʳǩǸɶɾɳǍǪǸṶṣ 

On the subject of sovereignty, it should be further noticed that the new actors of 

p latform capitalism call into question some modern law cornerstones, starting with 

the concepts of the public and private.  ÿțǸʳ ɳɶǸɾǸɅʌ ʌțǸɃɾǸȺʬǸɾ Ǎɾ ẎțʳǩɶȡǱẏ ɾʔǩȲǸǪʌɾṝ 

if, on a formal level, they continue to be private actors, they tend to assume more 

and more of public functions.  

As the French Council of State observes, in a 2017 study dedicated to digital 

platforms 38, the big Internet oligopolies tend to take over some key functions 

traditionally attributed to the state, such as certifying identity, decisi on making 

effectiveness, security and citizen control (such as in the case of the analysis of 

predictive algorithms in terms of justice).  

The French Council of State, in a very effective way, defines digital platforms as  new 

legal entities  with their own r ules and with sovereign action that is juxtaposed to the 

action of the States:  

These entities, these meta -platforms on the net, impose their own rules on 

individuals, in particular through the algorithms through which they 

work.  Moreover, the fact that the se platform networks are located in the 

digital space enables them to impose the same rules whatever the territory on 

                                                        
37 As it is well known, the concept of the  nomos of the earth  was introduced by the  jurist Carl Schmitt in 
1950. With this polysomic expression, Schmitt wanted to describe the tendency to spatial 
transformation related to the development of capitalism.  Original capitalism is, indeed, based on a 
ẎȓɶǸǍʌ ɾɳǍǪǸ ɶǸʬɐȺʔʌȡɐɅẏ ʭțȡǪț ɾțɐʭɾ ʌʭɐ Ǎɾpects, linked to each other: the  enclosures  of the common 
lands in England;  ʌțǸ ẎǱȡɾǪɐʬǸɶʳẏ ṵȡṣǸṣ ʌțǸ ɐǪǪʔɳǍʌȡɐɅṶ ɐȒ ʌțǸ terrae nullius  in the Americas. Thus, 
according to Schmitt, the history of capitalism should be read through the dynamic relationship 
bǸʌʭǸǸɅ ʌțǸ ẎȺǍɅǱẏ ṵʌțǸ ɾɐʬǸɶǸȡȓɅʌʳ ɐȒ ʌǸɶɶȡʌɐɶȡǍȺ ɾʌǍʌǸɾṶ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ɾǸǍ ṵʌțǸ ǩǸȓȡɅɅȡɅȓ ȡɅǱʔɾʌɶʳ ʭțȡǪț 
ɅǸǸǱɾ ɅǸʭ ȺǍɅǱɾ ʌɐ ǸʲɳȺɐȡʌṞ ʌțɶɐʔȓț ɐǪǸǍɅ ɅǍʬȡȓǍʌȡɐɅṶṣ ÿțǸ ẎɾǸǪɐɅǱ ɾɳǍǪǸ ɶǸʬɐȺʔʌȡɐɅẏ Ȓɐɶ ñǪțɃȡʌʌ ʌɐɐȶ 
place in the 20 th  century, with the two World Wars and  the air war. Bratton uses the concept 
of  nomos  to indicate the fourth element, the Cloud, which would introduce a new spatial revolution 
and new sovereignty forms extending up to the Internet virtual space which resets the power of states 
and transnationa l entities.  
38 >ɐɅɾǸȡȺ ǱẏMʌǍʌṞ Etude annuelle 2017. Puissance publique et plateformes numériques: accompanying 
ubérisation.  URL: http://www.conseil -etat.fr/Decisions -Avis -Publications/Etudes -Publications/Rapports -
Etudes/Etude -annuelle -2017-Puissa nce -publique -et -plateformes -numeriques -accompagner -l-
uberisation  
 

https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=http://www.conseil-etat.fr/Decisions-Avis-Publications/Etudes-Publications/Rapports-Etudes/Etude-annuelle-2017-Puissance-publique-et-plateformes-numeriques-accompagner-l-uberisation
https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=http://www.conseil-etat.fr/Decisions-Avis-Publications/Etudes-Publications/Rapports-Etudes/Etude-annuelle-2017-Puissance-publique-et-plateformes-numeriques-accompagner-l-uberisation
https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=http://www.conseil-etat.fr/Decisions-Avis-Publications/Etudes-Publications/Rapports-Etudes/Etude-annuelle-2017-Puissance-publique-et-plateformes-numeriques-accompagner-l-uberisation
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which they are located, making it difficult for states or territorial entities to 

control  them.  This reinforces the feeling that they cons titute authentic 

ẬɾʔɳǸɶɳɐʭǸɶɾậ ǪǍɳǍǩȺǸ ɐȒ țǍʬȡɅȓ Ǎ ɾɐɶʌ ɐȒ ȺǸȓǍȺ ɾɐʬǸɶǸȡȓɅʌʳ ȡɅ ʌțǸȡɶ ɾɳǍǪǸ ʌțǍʌ 

replaces the one of States.  Thus, the horizontal and global network, which is 

able to create the largest global platforms, turns into a legal entity of its own , 

capable of competing and challenging the juxtaposed vertical organisation of 

nation -states  (Conseil D'Etat: 55).  

The problems we have analysed so far strengthen our belief in an alternative to 

capitalist platforms, which is not only desirable but also in creasingly necessary.  

To sum up, our analysis showed that the combination of the Cloud , the Internet of 

Things  and Big Data  technologies raises different relevant issues related to:  

- The means of production - computing machines, proprietary algorithms - 

belonging to the Internet oligopolies which are changing and shaking up the 

architecture and the political form of the Internet, with its decentralised and 

pluralistic origins.  

- The tendency towards the privatization of an enormous quantity of socially 

pro duced data, on the one hand, offers a dominant economic position to Internet 

oligopolies, contributing to the strengthening of a commercial logic;  on the other 

hand, it gives these actors increasing political power and regulatory capacity 

independent from the power of the States and other international and supranational 

entities.  

- Differently from what is commonly thought, the tangible side of the Internet, and 

its impact in ecological terms raises major problems.  In this sense, the extractive 

logic of pla tforms relies not only on digital data, but also on raw materials and other 

fundamental resources of the planet.  

- The action of the platforms reorganises the physical space on two main levels: on 

the one hand, logistics flows are globally re -organised (th e model -type is 

Amazon ); ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶ țǍɅǱṞ ʔɶǩǍɅ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸɾ ǍɶǸ ẎȺɐǪǍȺȺʳẏ ɶǸ-organised (as in the case 

of Uber , Airbnb , and so on).  
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Here, different solutions have been suggested in order to limit the power of the 

platforms and the logic of the Cloud . 

As far  as the management of data contained in the Cloud  is concerned, over the last 

few years the Open Data  policy has developed, in particular for data produced by 

public institutions and local communities.  We will talk about this suggestion, its 

strengths and its limits, in the second chapter, showing also some virtuous 

experiments, such as the OpenStreetMap  project on geolocalized data and the 

Framasoft  project (paragraph 2.2.2.3).  

In conclusion, it should be noticed that two further alternative ways are sugge sted in 

order to limit the Cloud  tendency to privatise.  

A first path is based on a re -establishment of the primacy of the  public, in some 

fundamental science fields such as genomics.  This is the case of the suggestion 

made by some researchers and appeared on the journal  Nature 39, inviting the U.S. 

ȓɐʬǸɶɅɃǸɅʌ ʌɐ ǸɾʌǍǩȺȡɾț Ǎ ẎCommon Cloud ẏ Ȓɐɶ ȓǸɅɐɃȡǪɾ ǍɅǱ ɐʌțǸɶ ȶǸʳ ȒȡǸȺǱɾ ɐȒ 

scientific research.  

A second way, however, is what we are going to analyse in the second chapter of this 

research, illustrating the mai n digital alternatives to Google  and Facebook . In this 

second case, the spirit of the  Free Software  Movement emerges, as it had already 

been expressed in Stallman's views against the Cloud.  The solution would consist in 

decentralising the Net, and therefor e going back to an IT made of personal servers, 

run according to a non -appropriative legal logic, and requiring a reduced 

consumption of energies and of fundamental environmental resources, thanks to a 

more rational less undiscerning data use.  

 

 

                                                        
39 Stein L. D., Knoppers B. M., Cambell P., Getz G., and Korbel J.O. (2015), Data analysis: Create a cloud 
commons , Nature, 08/07/15. URL: https://www.nature.com/news/data -analysis -create -a-cloud -
commons -1.17916 
 

https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=https://www.nature.com/news/data-analysis-create-a-cloud-commons-1.17916
https://translate.google.com/translate?hl=it&prev=_t&sl=it&tl=en&u=https://www.nature.com/news/data-analysis-create-a-cloud-commons-1.17916
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2. Resist ance and alternative models 
to platform capitalism  
 

2.1 Voice  and exit,  and their possible 
combinations depending on the three platform 
categories 40  
 
In the first chapter of the research, we have identified three categories of capitalist 

platforms, classify ing them according to the economic model and the form of work 

organisation characterising them.  

The first category of platform includes Google  and Facebook . They centre their 

economic power, on the one hand, around the 'merchantable gratuitousness' model 

(ɾǸȺȺȡɅȓ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ǱǍʌǍ ǍɅǱ ɳɶɐȒȡȺǸɾ ʌɐ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾǸɶɾṶṨ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶṞ ǍɶɐʔɅǱ ʌțǸ ȺǸȓǍȺ ǍɅǱ 

monetary non -ɶǸǪɐȓɅȡʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ digital labour . 

The second category includes the on -demand  platform model, such as Airbnb , Uber , 

Deliveroo , and Foodora . Their profit model is based on the introduction of a new 

intermediation form between users and service providers, through which the 

maximum added value is captured (in the form of a levy on each commission). In 

terms of work organisation, they make use of worker s who are only formally 

autonomous and paid per -ɳȡǸǪǸṞ Ǎɾ ʭǸȺȺ Ǎɾ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ free digital labour . 

The third category includes the hybrid model of Amazon  and other e-commerce  

platforms, whose economic success relies on a combination of digital network 

economies and long tail  economies of scale. In terms of work, they combine forms of 

neo -ÿǍʳȺɐɶȡɾʌ ȺǍǩɐʔɶ ǍɅǱ ǪɐȓɅȡʌȡʬǸ ȺǍǩɐʔɶ ṵǍɅǱṞ ǍȺɾɐ ȡɅ ʌțȡɾ ǪǍɾǸṞ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ free digital 

labour ). 

We have finally shown how all these platforms have contributed, in terms of network 

infrastructures and extraction of user -generated social data, to the establishment of 

the paradigm of Cloud  computing , which has had strongly 'disruptive' effects on 

                                                        
40  Written  by Brancaccio F. and Vercellone C.  
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uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌẏɾ ǍɶǪțȡʌǸǪʌʔɶǸ ǍɅǱ ɳɐȺȡʌȡǪǍȺ ȒɐɶɃṣ ÿțȡɾ țǍɾ ȺǸǱ ʌɐ Ǎ ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾ ɐȒ ɶǸ-

centra lisation of the means of production - computing machines, algorithms - in the 

hands of the great Internet oligopolies, and to a further extension of market logic.  

In light of this situation, in this section of the research we are going to focus on the 

crit ical analysis of the collective resistance forms and the main alternative models to 

platform capitalism, highlighting their strengths, the projections of their further 

development but also their limits and contradictions.  

 Indeed, for each one of the above -mentioned three categories of capitalist 

platforms there are corresponding forms of collective protest, as well as alternative 

experimentations.  

To give just a descriptive example of the analysis method we are going adopt, let us 

show the case of a social  network  like Facebook . At the moment, there are two main 

types of reactions to it: on the one hand, platform 'users' have started organising  

class actions  (or collective forms of lawsuit), aimed at reducing the power of 

censorship and the privatisation of  data and contents produced by them; on the 

other, a number of 'free and decentralised'  social networks , as in the case of 

Diaspora or Mastodon, have begun to lay the groundwork for a concrete alternative 

to the economic models, the work organisation forms , the conception of technology 

and the ownership forms characterising capitalist platforms.  

For these reasons, we have found it useful to reintroduce and update the tripartite 

division proposed in 1970 by Albert Otto Hirschman in his treatise on the behavi our 

and choices of consumers towards (public or private) companies providing services.  

Hirschman identified two forms of user response, in the framework of service -related 

relationships: voice  (protest or resistance) and exit  (withdrawal or exodus). The 

ch oice between these two options is affected by a third variable: loyalty , the degree 

of attachment and trust felt by the users towards the service provider.  

The case study examined by the German economist in 1970 was the one of the 

Nigerian railway service,  an example which is even more interesting since the railway 

lines are characterised, as the Internet platform economy, by a strong tendency to 

the establishment of the so -called natural monopolies, due to the presence of 

powerful economies of scale and/or  network economies.  

 The author noticed that, in the face of its inefficiency and malfunctioning, the widely 

prevailing response of the users did not consist in protesting ( voice ) but in 
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withdrawing ( exit ). The presence of a feasible alternative, namely ro ad transport, and 

the low degree of attachment ( loyalty ) felt by the users towards the public service, 

encouraged, according to the author, their exit:  rather than organising and 

protesting for qualitative improvement of the railway service, users preferre d to use 

an alternative service and travel on roads.  

At this stage of Hirschman's analysis, voice  and exit  seem to be two clearly 

ǍȺʌǸɶɅǍʌȡʬǸ ɐɳʌȡɐɅɾṞ ǍȒȒǸǪʌǸǱ ȡɅ ʌʔɶɅ ǩʳ ʌʭɐ ʬǍɶȡǍǩȺǸɾṝ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɐɅǸ țǍɅǱṞ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ 

degree of loyalty ; on the other hand, the availability of market alternatives (or 

alternatives of a different nature, such as a common  Ṿ even though in his Fordist 

times, Hirschman could not take them into account as a possible hypothesis). If the 

degree of attachment to the service is high, a nd if there are no competitive 

alternatives to the service, users will most likely voice . If, on the contrary, the degree 

of attachment to the service is low, and if there are alternatives, as in the case of 

Nigerian rail transport, users will probably exi t . 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, Hirschman will come back to this tripartite division, 

showing how voice  and exit  do not represent two inevitably alternative options, 

since they can sometimes combine and affect each other (Hirschman 1997).  

In this cas ǸṞ ʌțǸ ǍɅǍȺʳɾȡɾ ǱȡǱ Ʌɐʌ ȒɐǪʔɾ ɐɅ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ǩǸțǍʬȡɐʔɶɾṞ ǩʔʌ ɐɅ Ǎ ɃɐɶǸ 

specifically political phenomenon: the exodus of East Germans from the German 

Democratic Republic. Indeed, every year, from the construction of the Wall in August 

1961 until its fall  in 1989, more than 100.000 Germans silently opted for exit . Those 

who had alternatives (relatives or friends, job opportunities, and so on) left; those 

who did not have alternatives stayed, instead.  

In this case, the degree of loyalty  was low for both tho se leaving and staying. The 

latter, indeed, also felt the need for a change, a feeling which had not been 

weakened by exit , but, on the contrary strengthened thanks to it (Hirschman 

mentions a pattern  between exit  and voice ). This silent and constant exodu s, 

therefore, showed the political weakness of the German Democratic Republic, also 

to those who had stayed, slowly leading to a situation that the author defines as 'self -

subversion'. Exit , weakening loyalty  - the degree of ideological attachment to the 

political regime - had strengthened and made voice  possible.  

The use of these categories appears to be really useful when studying current and/or 

potential alternatives to platform capitalism.  
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The subjects, in this case, are not simple consumers or service users, as in 

Hirschman's analysis, but actors making the distinction between producing and 

consuming goods (as well as the one between the supply and the use of services) 

more and more blurred. And, as we have seen in Chapter 1, this is the reason why 

plat form users are more and more often referred to as prosumers.  

In the same way, another 'frontier', which in the Fordist mode of production had 

kept political action separated from production, is apparently fading: as noticed by 

Paolo Virno (1993), dealing w ȡʌț oȡɶɾǪțɃǍɅẏɾ ǪǍʌǸȓɐɶȡǸɾṞ ȡʌ ȡɾ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡʬǸ ɳɶǍǪʌȡǪǸ 

itself that has assimilated, in the current context, the typical features of the political 

action: creativity, performative action, relational, linguistic and emotional skills 

which, as we have seen , are widely mobilised and exploited by the big platforms of 

the Internet political economy and data industries. Here, in this self -organisational 

ability, there is the possibility of developing alternative forms to both public and 

private sector in their forms of coordination.  

Therefore, the potential development of a commons  logic could possibly enable to 

analyze voice  and exit  in platform capitalism, being aware of the fact that the 

element of loyalty  is becoming more complex and prominent today. Just th ink 

about how much platform users, in the case of social networks  such as Facebook , 

depend on its network economy, which explains why most of them do not leave. 

Furthermore, digital platforms provide their users not only with a number of services 

but also with tools expressing affection and strengthening sociality - and this is what 

some authors have started to define, today, as the emotional web  (see Alloing and 

Pierre 2017, but also the studies on attention economy, starting from the essays 

contained in C itton 2014).  

Therefore, on the one hand, capitalist platform users begin to organise in terms of 

individual protest and collective resistance. By voice,  we will then refer to those 

expressions of protest and resistance that can take different forms: from c lass action 

against data privatisation and privacy violation to labour disputes and forms of strike 

by workers at Uber , Deliveroo , Amazon , and so on.  

Within this first variant, socially widespread practices of bypassing platform control 

(advertising blocki ng software, multiple uses of Darknet) will be analysed. Such 

practices do not present themselves as mere protest actions but, reintroducing a 

notion by Michel Foucault, as individual and collective 'counter -conducts' towards 
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the controlling and capturing system used by digital platforms 41, they are behaviours 

and practices which bypass platform codes and rules in the everyday use of 

networks and platforms, without turning into real acts of resistance.  

On the other hand, users are developing social and produ ctive experiments 

foreshadowing real future alternatives to platform capitalism. As we are going to see, 

there are many different cases: social networks  and search engines focusing on 

ecosystems that subvert, totally or partly, the principles of data -drive n industry  and 

Cloud computing ; new forms of social and metropolitan unionism based on 

mutualism and on the recognition of positive autonomous work forms; organisation 

of alternative cooperatives in the consumption and distribution sectors that are 

compati ble with the ecological dimension and, therefore, with the limited planetary 

resources.  

However it is crucial to reiterate, as Hirschman has already observed, that voice  and 

exit  can be combined with each other and that they affect each other. This is of 

p rimary importance for the models that we are going to analyse. Looking again at 

the example reported at the beginning: the consolidation of an alternative social 

network  like Diaspora  could also encourage the proliferation of forms of protest and 

resistanc Ǹ Ȓɐɶ ʌțɐɾǸ ẎɾʌǍʳȡɅȓẏ ɐɅ Facebook . 

At this stage of the analysis, the development of the commons  conceived as an 

alternative mode of production to platform capitalism, combines forms of resistance 

ʌɐ ʌțǸ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ɐȺȡȓɐɳɐȺȡǸɾẏ ɳɐʭǸɶ ʭȡʌț ǪɐɅǪɶǸʌǸ ǍȺʌǸɶɅǍʌȡʬes, able to federate with 

each other, alternatives that are not mere 'withdrawals' but forms of real 'constituent 

exodus' (Virno 1993).  

 

  

 

 

                                                        
41 Michel Foucault introduced the notion of 'counter -conduct' during his course at the Collège de 
France  in 1978-79, referring to daily behaviours and practices adopted by Protestants in opposition to 
pastoral power and 'the government of souls' of the Church of Rome, redefining in imm anent and 
mundane terms some of its canons and precepts (such as the discourse on redemption) (on this point, 
see Rahola 2015).  
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2.2. The way of voice and resistance within and 
against the logic of platform capitalism 42  
 
This paragraph aims at f raming the role of voice  in the context of the three models 

of platforms under consideration.  

ğȡʌțȡɅ ʌțǸ Ȓȡɶɾʌ ɃɐǱǸȺṞ ȓȡʬǸɅ ʌțǸ ȡɅʌǍɅȓȡǩȺǸ ǍɅǱ ẎȒɶǸǸẏ ɅǍʌʔɶǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸɾ ɐȒȒǸɶǸǱṞ 

voice  takes predominantly the form of the legal action, be it individuall y or 

collectively filed. In line with our previous work (Lucarelli et al.  2017), where inter alia 

we detailed Google  and Facebook ẏɾ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓ-based business and value creation 

models and took stock of top -down regulatory interventions with respect to dat a 

protection and competition, in 2.2.1 we will instead look at bottom -up initiatives 

brought against the two companies, restricting the field to some privacy cases 

worked out in a summary table. We will later take a brief look to Cambridge 

Analytica  data h arvesting scandal. Even if, given the favourable juridical 

environment, most of the class actions concerning the two tech -giant took place 

and is likely to keep being preponderant in the US, one of the most important 

international privacy case in recent hi story arose, as we shall see, from complaints 

brought to the Irish Data Protection Commissioner against Facebook  by the 

Austrian privacy advocate Max Schrems. Although it was an individual legal action, 

we will discuss it on account of the changings it cau sed with regard to EU data 

ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɐɅ ȺǍʭẏɾ ȒɶǍɃǸʭɐɶȶṣ 

The second model includes the platforms of the so -called gig  economy , in turn 

subdivided into on  demand 43 (location -based) and crowd work  (web -based) 

platforms, whose diffusion has now reached enormous dimensions. The supporters 

of these highly disruptive digital labour markets claim to create cutting -edge, more 

flexible and cost -efficient services, at the same time driving force for economic 

innovation. However, as exhaustively expounded in the previous  chapter, this 

workforce of independent contractors carries out these algorithmically dictated 

activities under precarious working conditions and in the absence of any labour 

                                                        
42 From paragraph 2. 2 to 2.2.1 writing by Rocchi G.  
43 In Lucarelli et al.  (2017), besides describing inter alia Uber ẏɾ ǩʔɾȡɅǸɾɾ Ǎnd value creation model, we 
tried to give an as complete as possible overview of the juridical controversies and legal bans of Uber ẏɾ 
services in Europe, resulting from massive protests by local cab drivers and most of the time accusing 
Uber of anti -compet itive behavior.  
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right, including the right to unionize. We are witnessing a shift in the structur e of 

labour markets which undermines hard -won work standards by leveraging the lack 

of a proper legislation. It is then understandable that in this case voice  is raised, as 

will be showed in 2.2.2, both through legal proceedings (which are often silenced 

w ith multi -ɃȡȺȺȡɐɅ ǱɐȺȺǍɶ ɾǸʌʌȺǸɃǸɅʌɾṶ ǍɅǱ ʬȡǍ ẎɐɅ-the -ȒȡǸȺǱẏ ɳɶɐʌǸɾʌɾ ǍɅǱ 

mobilisations.  

ÿțȡɾ ɾǍɃǸ ɃȡʲʌʔɶǸ ǩǸʌʭǸǸɅ ȺǸȓǍȺ ǍǪʌȡɐɅɾ ǍɅǱ ẎǪɶȡǸɾ ɐȒ ɳɶɐʌǸɾʌẏ ǍɳɳȺȡǸɾ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ʌțȡɶǱ 

ẎțʳǩɶȡǱẏ ɃɐǱǸȺ ʔɅǱǸɶ ǍɅǍȺʳɾȡɾṞ ɅǍɃǸȺʳ ʌțǍʌ ɐȒ Amazon ṣ ¦ǸȒȒ =Ǹʽɐɾẏɾ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ țǍɾ 

evo lved to become, over the past 20 years, an ecosystem which includes among 

ɐʌțǸɶɾ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȺǱẏɾ ǩȡȓȓǸɾʌ Ǹ-commerce and retail platform ( Amazon Marketplace  

and Retail ) and one amongst the most popular Cloud computing platforms 

(Amazon Web Services ), of which t he well -known crowd working site Amazon 

Mechanical Turk is part. As explained in 2.2.3, on the one hand voice  take the form of 

ɳɶɐʌǸɾʌɾ ɶǍȡɾǸǱ ǩʳ ʭǍɶǸțɐʔɾǸɾẏ ǸɃɳȺɐʳǸǸɾ ǍɅǱ ɃɐʌȡʬǍʌǸǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ ʔɅțǸǍȺʌțʳ ǍɅǱ 

unsafe working conditions to which they are subject; on the other hand, in response 

to the imbalanced power relationship and information asymmetry that elapses 

between crowd workers and clients, the former are building up online tools to 

exchange information, communicate with one another and rate clients bas ed on 

their trustworthiness.  

Finally, 2.2.4 will outline the mix of strength and ambiguity underlying the Darknet  

and tools like ad -blocking software as counterbalancing forces to defend anonymity, 

digital liberties, and to avoid the increasingly high int rusiveness of online advertising 

during Internet surfing.  

 

 

Hirschman defines voice  as « any attempt at all to change, rather than to escape 

from, an objectionable state of affairs, whether through individual or collective 

petition to the management direct ly in charge, through appeal to a higher 

authority with the intention of forcing a change in management, or through 

various types of actions and protests, including those that are meant to mobilize 

public opinion » (Hirschman 1970: 30).  
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As opposed to the  variable efficacy of protests and informal movements for 

conveying dissent or dissatisfaction with respect to a given state of things, class 

actions represent an actual procedural device which allows one or several plaintiffs 

to represent and legally bind  an entire class  through a single lawsuit.  

 

Although the origin of this institution must be historically sought in the England of 

the first centuries following the birth of the common law system, the class action 

instrument ends up finding fertile ground in North America, where it is governed at 

the federal level by Rule 23 of the Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 44  and it is adopted 

in state laws with equal or only slightly different versions compared to the federal 

one (Boato et al.  2009).  

Unlike European countries, where collective litigation procedures are of variable 

effectiveness and can be generally resorted only by consumers, in the United States 

also employees can bring collective actions both under section 216(b) of the Fair 

Labour Standards Act 45 (FLSA) and the over mentioned Rule 23. Class actions are 

generally permitted in all areas of law, including product liability, environmental law, 

antitrust and competition law, pension disputes, and civil rights. Rule 23(a) lists the 

four threshold requireme nts that any class action has to satisfy to be proposed and 

that are generally referred to as the principles of numerosity  (the class is so 

numerous that joinder of all members is impracticable), commonality  (there must 

be question or fact common to the cl ass), typicality  (there must be equivalence 

ǩǸʌʭǸǸɅ ɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌǍʌȡʬǸ ɳǍɶʌȡǸɾẏ ǪȺǍȡɃ ǍɅǱ ʌțǍʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶ ǪȺǍɾɾ ɃǸɃǩǸɶɾṶ ǍɅǱ 

adequacy of representation  (the representatives are part of the class, possess the 

same interest and suffer the same injury as the cl ass members).  

Once these pre -requirements are met, Rule 23(b) outlines the distinction between 

                                                        
44  See: https://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/frcp/rule_23   
45 Full text available at: https://www.dol .gov/whd/regs/statutes/FairLaborStandAct.pdf  . The plaintiff in 
an FLSA action has the option of filing a class action under Rule 23, a collective action under the FLSA, 
or both. But FLSA collective actions follow  different procedural rules  than Rule 23 c lass actions, ones 
generally considered more permissive. Section 216(b) of the FLSA provides employees with the right to 
ɳɶɐǪǸǸǱ ǪɐȺȺǸǪʌȡʬǸȺʳṞ ɾǸǸȶȡɅȓ ɶǸǪɐʬǸɶʳ Ʌɐʌ ɐɅȺʳ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸȡɶ ɐʭɅ ǪȺǍȡɃɾṞ ǩʔʌ ǍȺɾɐ Ȓɐɶ ʌțɐɾǸ ɐȒ ẎɐʌțǸɶ 
ǸɃɳȺɐʳǸǸɾ ɾȡɃȡȺǍɶȺʳ ɾȡʌʔǍʌǸǱẏṣ ÿțǸ f¬ñ!Ṟ țɐʭǸʬǸɶṞ ǱɐǸɾ Ʌɐʌ ǱǸȒȡɅǸ ẎɾȡɃȡȺǍɶȺʳ ɾȡʌʔǍʌǸǱẏṞ Ʌɐɶ ǱɐǸɾ ȡʌ 
prescribe a method for certifying a collective action. Unlike class actions under Rule 23, collective 
actions under the FLSA require putative class members to opt into the case and, if the cou rt decertifies 
the collective action, it dismisses the opt -in plaintiffs without prejudice to reasserting their claims 
individually. For a detailed explanation of the historical background and legislative evolution of the two 
procedures see Jhaveri -Weeks a nd Webbert (2016).  

https://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/frcp/rule_23
https://www.dol.gov/whd/regs/statutes/FairLaborStandAct.pdf
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the different categories of class actions, also examining the requirements needed to 

proceed 46 : Rule 23(b)(1) provides for class actions when separate actions wo uld risk 

ǪɐɅȒȺȡǪʌȡɅȓ ɶʔȺȡɅȓɾ ǪɐɅǪǸɶɅȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ɾǍɃǸ ǱǸȒǸɅǱǍɅʌẏɾ ǪɐɅǱʔǪʌṞ éʔȺǸ ᶰᶱṵǩṶṵᶰṶ ɳɶɐʬȡǱǸɾ 

for class actions when the relief sought is injunctive or declaratory, and Rule 23(b)(3) 

ɳɶɐʬȡǱǸɾ Ȓɐɶ ǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅɾ ɾǸǸȶȡɅȓ ǱǍɃǍȓǸɾ ʭțǸɅ ʌțǸ ɶǸɵʔȡɾȡʌǸɾ ɐȒ ẎɳɶǸǱɐɃȡɅǍɅǪǸẏ47 

ǍɅǱ ẎɾʔɳǸɶȡɐɶȡʌʳẏ48  are met. The final step, enunciated under Rule 23(c), directs the 

Ǫɐʔɶʌ ʌɐ ẎǪǸɶʌȡȒʳẏ ʌțǸ ǪȺǍɾɾṣ ÿțǸ ǪǸɶʌȡȒȡǪǍʌȡɐɅ ȡɾ ȒɐȺȺɐʭǸǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ ɾɐ-ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ẎɅɐʌȡǪǸẏṞ ǍȡɃǸǱ 

to spread, through suitable means of communication 49 , the notification of the 

approval of the action, so as to allow the members of the class to exercise, within a 

certain time frame, their right to exclude themselves (opt out). Indeed, if the court 

ȒȡɅǱɾ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸ ɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌǍʌȡʬǸɾẏ ɶȡȓțʌɾ ʭǸɶǸ Ʌɐʌ ʬȡɐȺǍʌǸǱṞ ʌțǸ ǸɅʌȡɶǸ ǪȺǍɾɾ ɐȒ plaintiffs is 

bound by that judgment and will not be allowed to pursue individual claims 

regarding the substance of the class action lawsuit. The case is then referred to a jury 

that proposes a decision which is rejected or confirmed by the court. In this  latter 

case, the process continues towards the final decision. During the course of the 

ɳɶɐǪǸǸǱȡɅȓɾ ǍɅǱ ɐɅȺʳ ɳɶȡɐɶ ʌțǸ Ǫɐʔɶʌẏɾ ǍɳɳɶɐʬǍȺṞ ʌțǸ ǪȺǍȡɃɾ ɃǍʳ ǩǸ ɾǸʌʌȺǸǱṞ 

voluntarily dismissed, or compromised (Rule 23(e)). As explained by Cooper 

Alexander (2000) , similarly to the contingent fee agreement 50 to which a plaintiff 

normally resort as a means for financing individual litigations, if the class action is 

resolved, either by settlement or by trial, with a monetary recovery for the plaintiff 

class, the lawy er submit a request to the court to award him reasonable fees, which 

are paid out of the class recovery. All beneficiaries thus share in the cost of obtaining 

the recovery. Finally, the amount awarded by the defendant if he is found liable, 

compensates for  actual damages and, where appropriate, also for punitive damages, 

awarded when the defendant's actions are especially reckless or malicious.  

                                                        
46  For an extensive examination, which is beyond the scope of the paragraph, see Boato et al.  (2009, 35 -
37). 
47  Which is satisfied when the questions of law or fact common to class members prevail over any 
questions affecting individual me mbers.  
48  Which is satisfied when the class action instrument is superior to other available methods for 
adjudicating the controversy.  
49  As early as 1977, and in opposition to what is generally provided in European Countries, attorney 
commercial advertising  of the class action is protected as free speech under the First Amendment to 
the Constitution (Srouij and Dolhem 2017).  
50 Contingent fee agreements are contracts by which the lawyer advance litigation expenses and 
receives as a fee an agreed percentage o f the recovery, in the absence of which he gets nothing. In the 
U.S. this method represents the most used one for individual plaintiffs to finance their lawsuits.  
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However, it is noteworthy that, according to a study (Mayer Brown LLP 2013) 

ǪɐɅǱʔǪʌǸǱ ɐɅ Ǎ ɅǸʔʌɶǍȺȺʳẂɾǸȺǸǪʌǸǱ ɾǍɃɳle set of 148 putative consumer and 

employee class action lawsuits filed in or removed to federal court in 2009, only a few 

cases delivered tangible benefits to more than a small fraction of class members.  

With regard to class actions having as their objec t privacy and data protection, the 

possibility of the action to be certified is tied to the ability of the plaintiff to meet the 

constitutional requisites under Article III for the existence of standing 51, reached 

when the plaintiff seeking to sue demonstra tes that he has suffered a fairly traceable 

ẎȡɅȲʔɶʳ-in -ȒǍǪʌẏṣ ÿțǸ ɵʔǸɾʌȡɐɅ ȡɾ ʭțǸʌțǸɶ ǍȺȺǸȓǍʌȡɐɅɾ ɐȒ ȒʔʌʔɶǸ ȡɅȲʔɶȡǸɾ ɾʔȒȒȡǪǸ Ȓɐɶ !ɶʌȡǪȺǸ 

III standing purposes. It is indeed quite hard « to show harm or injury for such 

incidents as a data breach, especially  for a harm ẙ through identity theft for 

example ẙ that may not occur until some unforeseen time in the future, if at all » 

(Srouij and Dolhem 2017: 296). Far from providing clarity or consensus, recent 

decisions issued by federal courts of appeal have rea ched dissimilar conclusions, 

which appear highly dependent on the nature of the facts alleged in each case 52. 

 

When we turn our sight to Europe, a distinction between the supranational and the 

national sphere is always deserved. At a European level, all the  measures launched 

ɾɐ ȒǍɶ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ǍȡɃ ɐȒ ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɅȓ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ǪɐȺȺǸǪʌȡʬǸ ȡɅʌǸɶǸɾʌɾ53 can be defined as 

soft law instruments limited to establishing general principles, leaving the recipients 

ɃɐɶǸ ɐɶ ȺǸɾɾ ɶɐɐɃ Ȓɐɶ ǍʔʌɐɅɐɃʳ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ȡɃɳȺǸɃǸɅʌǍʌȡɐɅɾẏ ǪțɐȡǪǸɾṣ If it is true that the 

ɃǍȲɐɶȡʌʳ ɐȒ ¶ǸɃǩǸɶ ñʌǍʌǸɾ țǍʬǸ ȡɅʌɶɐǱʔǪǸǱ ɃǸǪțǍɅȡɾɃɾ ǸɅǍǩȺȡɅȓ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ 

collective redress actions subsequent to and at the behest of the Directive 98/27/EC 

(1998), it is also true that the absence of binding provisions, arguably re sulting from 

ʌțǸ ȒǍǪʌ ʌțǍʌ >ɐɅɾʔɃǸɶ æɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɐɅ ǪɐɃǸɾ ʭȡʌțȡɅ MĆ ẎɾțǍɶǸǱ ǪɐɃɳǸʌǸɅǪǸɾẏ ǍɶǸǍṞ ȺǸǱ 

ʌɐ Ǎ ɾȡʌʔǍʌȡɐɅ ʌțǍʌ ȡɾ ʬǸɶʳ ȒǍɶ ȒɶɐɃ ǩǸȡɅȓ ẎțǍɶɃɐɅȡʽǸǱẏṣ !ɾ ɾțɐʭɅ ȡɅ Ǎ ɳʔǩȺȡǪǍʌȡɐɅ ʌțǍʌ 

collects a series of articles describing the current state of the law in E urope 

concerning class actions and other procedural tools for collective litigation (Libralex 

                                                        
51 See: https: //www.law.cornell.edu/anncon/html/art3frag17_user.html   
52 See: Christensen D., Glass A. C., and Lowe Matthew (2018). Risky Business: Whether an Increased Risk 
of Harm Supports Legal Standing in Data Breach Class Actions Continues to Divide Federal Courts of 
Appeals , JD Supra, 27/03/18. URL: https://www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/risky -business -whether -an -
increased -42983/   
53 Directive 98/27/EC (1998), Recommendation  2013/396/EU (2013), Communication COM/2013/401 (2013).  

https://www.law.cornell.edu/anncon/html/art3frag17_user.html
https://www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/risky-business-whether-an-increased-42983/
https://www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/risky-business-whether-an-increased-42983/
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2014), some European states have rules on class actions with some resemblance to 

the U.S. model (e.g. Bulgaria, Denmark, Sweden and Portugal), while others have a d 

hoc arrangements for specific circumstances and often the conditions to introduce a 

class action are so restrictive that they undermine its adoption and effectiveness. 

Paradigmatic are the French and the Italian cases. Class actions were introduced 

after  ɃʔǪț ǱǸǩǍʌǸ ȡɅʌɐ fɶǸɅǪț ɅǍʌȡɐɅǍȺ ȺǍʭ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ǍǱɐɳʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎȺɐȡ oǍɃɐɅẏ54 in 

ᶰᶮᶯᶲ ǍɅǱ ȡɅ ʌțǸ uʌǍȺȡǍɅ ȺǍʭ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ɃɐǱȡȒȡǪǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ >ɐɅɾʔɃǸɶ >ɐǱǸẏɾ !ɶʌȡǪȺǸ ᶯᶲᶮ 

bis  201055. The lack of efficiency of French -style class actions depends of three main 

aspect s: first, a concerned party is not by default part of the group unless he 

proactively joins (opt -in regime); second, only certified associations regularly 

constituted for five years and whose statutory purpose is the defence of a prejudice 

are allowed to i nitiate a class action; third, the instrument is addressed only to 

consumers and users and not to businesses and public administration bodies. The 

Italian version shares the first and the third shortcoming and it is alien to the second. 

A legislative propo sal56, unanimously approved at the Chamber of Deputies in 2013 

ǍɅǱ ǍȡɃǸǱ Ǎʌ ɶǸȒɐɶɃȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ǪʔɶɶǸɅʌ ȺǍʭ ȡɾ ɾʌȡȺȺ ʭǍȡʌȡɅȓ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸ ñǸɅǍʌǸẏɾ ȒȡɅǍȺ ǍɳɳɶɐʬǍȺṣ  

Coming back to a European dimension and shifting the focus to class actions having 

as their object priva cy and data protection, Article 80(1) of the just come into force 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) provides that an individual data subject 

ʌțǍʌ ǪɐɅɾȡǱǸɶɾ țȡɾṩțǸɶ ɶȡȓțʌɾ ʌɐ ǩǸ ʬȡɐȺǍʌǸǱṞ ȡɾ ǸɅʌȡʌȺǸǱ ʌɐ ɃǍɅǱǍʌǸ ẌǍ Ʌɐʌ-for -profit 

body, organisation o r association which has been properly constituted in accordance 

with the law of a Member State, has statutory objectives which are in the public 

ȡɅʌǸɶǸɾʌṞ ǍɅǱ ȡɾ ǍǪʌȡʬǸ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ȒȡǸȺǱ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǱǍʌǍ ɾʔǩȲǸǪʌɾẏ ɶȡȓțʌɾ ǍɅǱ 

freedoms with regard to the  protection of their personal data, to lodge the 

ǪɐɃɳȺǍȡɅʌ ɐɅ țȡɾ ɐɶ țǸɶ ǩǸțǍȺȒẍ ʭȡʌț Ǎ ɾʔɳǸɶʬȡɾɐɶʳ Ǎʔʌțɐɶȡʌʳ57ṣ ÿțǸ Ẏ¸Ǹʭ EǸǍȺ Ȓɐɶ 

                                                        
54 Loi n. 2014 -344 du 17 mars 2014 relative à la consommation.  
55 Articolo  140 bis  Codice del Consumo (D.lgs. 06/09/05, n. 206).  
56Full text available at: 
http://www.camera.it/leg17/995?sezione=documenti&tipoDoc=lavori_testo_pdl&idLegislatura= 17&codice
=17PDL0012560&back_to=http://www.camera.it/leg17/126?tab=2 -e-leg=17-e-idDocumento=1335 -e-sede= -
e-tipo   
57 Shortly after the GDPR came into force, Maximilian Schrems (whom we will talk about in the next 
paragraph) filed four complaints against Goog le (Android), Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram over 
ẎȒɐɶǪǸǱ ǪɐɅɾǸɅʌẏ ɐɅ ǩǸțǍȺȒ ɐȒ ɅɐʳǩṣǸʔ ṵhttps://noyb.eu/?lang=it ), a non -profit organization he founded in 
2017 through a crowdfunding campaign  that has raised m ore than $370,000 from 2,500 contributors as 
well as the city of Vienna, labour unions, and small tech companies. The maximum possible penalty 

http://www.camera.it/leg17/995?sezione=documenti&tipoDoc=lavori_testo_pdl&idLegislatura=17&codice=17PDL0012560&back_to=http://www.camera.it/leg17/126?tab=2-e-leg=17-e-idDocumento=1335-e-sede=-e-tipo
http://www.camera.it/leg17/995?sezione=documenti&tipoDoc=lavori_testo_pdl&idLegislatura=17&codice=17PDL0012560&back_to=http://www.camera.it/leg17/126?tab=2-e-leg=17-e-idDocumento=1335-e-sede=-e-tipo
http://www.camera.it/leg17/995?sezione=documenti&tipoDoc=lavori_testo_pdl&idLegislatura=17&codice=17PDL0012560&back_to=http://www.camera.it/leg17/126?tab=2-e-leg=17-e-idDocumento=1335-e-sede=-e-tipo
https://noyb.eu/?lang=it
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>ɐɅɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ɳǍǪȶǍȓǸ58, recently proposed by the European Commission and that will 

be discussed in the near future by the Europea n Parliament and the Council, seems 

to pave the way for a European collective redress right mechanism. All the proposals 

seek to modernise consumer protection laws in order to face the new challenges 

deriving from the ever increasing ubiquity and strength of digital data -driven 

markets, calling therefore for more transparency in online marketplaces and online 

platforms, and better protection against unfair commercial practices. Representative 

actions will allow a qualified not -for -profit entity to seek redr ess on behalf of a group 

of consumers that have been harmed by an illegal commercial practice or victim of a 

ǪɐɃɃɐɅ ȡɅȒɶȡɅȓǸɃǸɅʌ ɐȒ ɶȡȓțʌɾ ȡɅ Ǎ ẎɃǍɾɾ țǍɶɃ ɾȡʌʔǍʌȡɐɅẏṣ ÿțǸɶǸȒɐɶǸṞ ɶǸǱɶǸɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅɾ 

will not be available neither to individuals nor to law firms but only to plaintiffs (such 

Ǎɾ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶ ɐɶȓǍɅȡɾǍʌȡɐɅɾṶ ʌțǍʌ ȒʔȺȒȡȺ ɾʌɶȡǪʌ ǸȺȡȓȡǩȡȺȡʌʳ ǪɶȡʌǸɶȡǍṣ fʔɶʌțǸɶɃɐɶǸṞ ʌțǸ Ẏ¸Ǹʭ 

EǸǍȺẏ ʭȡȺȺ Ʌɐʌ ǸɾʌǍǩȺȡɾț ǍɅʳ ȶȡɅǱ ɐȒ ɳʔɅȡʌȡʬǸ ǱǍɃǍȓǸɾ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸ ǩǸɅǸȒȡʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɳȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒɾ 

or ultimately the consumers. The irrefutable dist ance between such an approach 

and US -style class actions is deliberately intentional. Whether or not this new tool 

ʭȡȺȺ ǍǪʌʔǍȺȺʳ ɶǸȡɅȒɐɶǪǸ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ɶȡȓțʌ ʭȡȺȺ ǩǸ ʔɅʬǸȡȺǸǱ ɐɅǪǸ ǍɅǱ ȡȒ ȡʌ țǍɾ properly 

entered into force.  

 

2.2.1. Movements and class action s against the private 
appropriation of data by social network platforms and search 
engines  
 

Both Google  and Facebook  have been involved in a long list of class actions. With 

respect to the former, given the greater seniority of its advertising networks and  the 

magnitude of its service offering, the range of alleged violations beyond privacy 

matters is quite multifaceted: from false advertising 59 to copyright infringement 60 , up 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
ǍɃɐʔɅʌɾ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ᶲ ɳǸɶǪǸɅʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅȡǸɾẏ ȓȺɐǩǍȺ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸɾṞ ʭțȡǪț ɃǸǍɅɾ ɃɐɶǸ ʌțǍɅ Ǎ ǩȡȺȺȡɐɅ Ǹʔɶɐɾ 
each.  
58 Europea n Commission, press release, A New Deal for Consumers: Commission strengthens EU 
consumer rights and enforcement, Brussels 11/04/ 18. URL: http://europa.eu/rapid/press -release_IP -18-
3041_en.htm   
59 CLRB Hanson Industries, LLC et al. v. Google Inc. , Case n. 5:2005cv03649. Available at: 
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/di strict -courts/california/candce/5:2005cv03649/34465/339/   
60  Authors Guild v. Google, Inc ., No. 13-4829, 2015. Available at: 
https://law.justia.com/ cases/federal/appellate -courts/ca2/13 -4829/13-4829 -2015-10-16.html   

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-3041_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-3041_en.htm
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/california/candce/5:2005cv03649/34465/339/
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/appellate-courts/ca2/13-4829/13-4829-2015-10-16.html
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to discrimination against white, conservative employees 61. On the contrary, most of 

the class actions filed against Facebook  revolve around data misuse contentions. In 

any case, our focus is on privacy -related cases. The following table (2.1) summarizes 

some of them.  

 

 

COUNTRY  
JURISDICTION 

AND CASE  
COMPLAINT  VERDICT  

ñMéĞu>Mẏñ 
IMPROVEMENTS  

United States  

Lane, et al. v. 
Facebook, 
Inc. 62 

August 2008 -  
September 
2009  

 

In November 2007, Facebook  
launched a new program called 
Ẏ=ǸǍǪɐɅậ, allowing its users to 
ɾțǍɶǸ ʭȡʌț fɶȡǸɅǱɾẏ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ 
about what they do elsewhere on 
the Internet, without an  option to 
opt in (introduced starting from 
December 2007) and in absence 
ɐȒ ʌțǸ ʔɾǸɶẏɾ ǍȒȒȡɶɃǍʌȡʬǸ ǪɐɅɾǸɅʌṣ 
The program operated by 
updating a user's Facebook  
profile to reflect certain actions 
he/she had taken on websites 
belonging to companies that had 
contracted with Facebook  to 
participate in the Beacon 
ɳɶɐȓɶǍɃ ṵẎfǍǪǸǩɐɐȶ =ǸǍǪɐɅ 
!ǪʌȡʬǍʌǸǱ !ȒȒȡȺȡǍʌǸɾẏṶ63. The 
Beacon  program sent 
information regarding 
transactions on the third -party 
sites regardless of whether the 
user was a Facebook  member or 
not.  

Each o f the Plaintiffs' claims 

The class action was 
set tled providing for 
the creation of a  $9.5 
million settlement 
fund, of which 
approximately $3 
million were used to 
ɳǍʳ ǍʌʌɐɶɅǸʳɾẏ ȒǸǸɾ 
and incentive 
payments to the class 
representatives. The 
remaining $6.5 
million or so were 
envisaged to 
establish a non -pr ofit 
organization (the 
Digital Trust 
Foundation 64) aimed 
at funding projects 
that promote the 
cause of online 
privacy, safety, and 
security, following 
the cy-près  
doctrine 65. 

The Beacon  program 
was permanently 
terminated in 
September 2009 as 
part of the clas s 
action lawsuit 
settlement.  

                                                        
61 James Damore, et al. vs. Google, Inc., Case n. 18CV321529. Available at: 
https://f r.scribd.com/document/368688363/James -Damore -vs-Google -Class-Action -Lawsuit   
62 Lane, et al. v. Facebook, Inc., Case n. 5:08 -cv-03845 -RS. Available at: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20110707220327/http://www.beaconclasssettlement.com/Files/SettlementA
greement.pdf   
63 For instance, if a Facebook ẏɾ ʔɾǸɶ ɶǸɅʌǸǱ Ǎ ɃɐʬȡǸ ʌțɶɐʔȓț ʌțǸ ǍȒȒȡȺȡǍʌǸǱ ʭǸǩɾȡʌǸ Blockbuster.com , the 
latter would tra nsmit information about the rental to Facebook , and Facebook  in turn would broadcast 
ʌțǍʌ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ʔɾǸɶẏɾ NewsFeed . 
64  http://digitaltrustfoundation.org/   
65 For an explanation of the cy-près  do ctrine applied to class actions see Shiel (2015). With regard to this 
particular case, it is worth reporting that a former Facebook executive served on board of the 
Foundation. Consequently, « with the settlement, Facebook purchased a release of all liabil ity for 

https://fr.scribd.com/document/368688363/James-Damore-vs-Google-Class-Action-Lawsuit
https://web.archive.org/web/20110707220327/http:/www.beaconclasssettlement.com/Files/SettlementAgreement.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20110707220327/http:/www.beaconclasssettlement.com/Files/SettlementAgreement.pdf
http://digitaltrustfoundation.org/
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centred on the general allegation 
that Beacon  participants had 
violated Facebook  members' 
privacy rights by gathering and 
publicly disseminating 
information about their online 
activities without permission.  

United States  

Google 
Buzz  Privacy 
Litigation 66  

February 2010 
- December 
2010  

The social networking product 
ẎGoogle  Buzzẏ ʭǍɾ ȺǍʔɅǪțǸǱ ȡɅ 
February 2010 and connected to 
Google ẏɾ ǸɃǍȡȺ ɳɶɐȓɶǍɃ Gmail . 
Buzz  was installed without g iving 
users an option to opt in. Once 
activated by default, a list of 
ẎȒɐȺȺɐʭǸɶɾẏ ǍɅǱ ẎɳǸɐɳȺǸ ʭțɐ ʳɐʔ 
ȒɐȺȺɐʭẏ ʭǸɶǸ ǍȺɶǸǍǱʳ ǩʔȡȺʌ ʔɾȡɅȓ 
frequent contacts. These lists 
were both viewable by other 
Gmail  users and might be 
publicly indexed if a user had a 
Goog le  profile.  

Plaintiffs alleged that this 
approach raised privacy concerns 
because email users did not 
necessarily want to be  networked 
with their email contacts, and 
because the potential public 
availability of these above 
mentioned lists appeared to 
divul ge a Gmail  ʔɾǸɶẏɾ Ƀɐɾʌ 
frequent email contacts without 
sufficient consent.  

The class action was 
settled providing for 
the creation of an 
$8.5 million 
settlement fund, of 
which the 
prosecuting lawyers 
requested 25 percent. 
The class 
representatives 
receive d $2.500 each, 
while the rest was 
paid out to cy -prés  
recipients, in this 
case organizations 
that promote privacy 
education on the 
web.  

Google  Buzz  was 
discontinued in 
December 2011 and 
superseded by 
Google+ , in turn 
object of privacy 
concerns related to 
Google ẏɾ ɅǸʭ ẎñțǍɶǸǱ 

Before the program 
was shut down, 
Google  responded by 
implementing the 
following 
modifications:  
1) A more visible 
option for users to 
avoid displaying their 
ẎȒɐȺȺɐʭǸɶɾẏṨ 
2) An easier 
mechanism to block 
individual s from 
following users;  
3) Introduction of a 
mechanism to not 
automatically follow 
others;  
4) Removal of the 
default connection to 
other Google  content 
ṵǸṣȓṣ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɳʔǩȺȡǪ 
photo albums 
previously uploaded 
online);  
5) Addition of a Buzz  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
claims from millions of affected consumers, without attempting to provide individual compensation, 
and while effectuating a charitable donation over which they retained significant control of the 
ǪțǍɶȡʌʳậɾ ɐǩȲǸǪʌȡʬǸɾ » (Ibidem : 947). Another highly  criticized cy prés -ǩǍɾǸǱ ɾǸʌʌȺǸɃǸɅʌ ʭǍɾ ẎIn re: Google 
Referred Header Privacy Litigation ẏ ṵ>ǍɾǸ Ʌṣ ᶳṝᶯᶮ-cv-04809 -EJD, available at: 
https://digitalcommons.law.scu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.it/&httpsredir=1&ar
ticle=1463&context=historical ), which settled two class actions filed against Google , in each of which 
Plaintiffs alleged Googl e divulged user search queries to third parties without user knowledge or 
ǪɐɅɾǸɅʌṣ ÿțǸ ɾǸʌʌȺǸɃǸɅʌ ǍʭǍɶǱǸǱ Ƀɐɾʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɃɐɅǸʳ ʌɐ æȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒɾẏ ǍʌʌɐɶɅǸʳɾ ǍɅǱ ʌɐ ʌțȡɶǱ ɳǍɶʌʳ ǪțǍɶȡʌȡǸɾṞ 
but nothing to the roughly 129 million US users who the plaintiffs were to ha ve represented in the class 
action, because they would have received only about 4 cents each. In April 2018 a challenge to the  class 
action settlement was brought to the Supreme Court by the Competitive Enterprise Institute, which is 
representing petitione ɶɾ ÿǸǱ fɶǍɅȶ ǍɅǱ ¶ǸȺȡɾɾǍ oɐȺʳɐǍȶṞ ǪȺǍȡɃȡɅȓ ʌțǍʌ ẌǍɅ ẵᶶṣᶳ ɃȡȺȺȡɐɅ ǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅ 
settlement that awards absent class members no relief at all in exchange for their claims - no money, 
Ʌɐ ǍȺʌǸɶǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǱǸȒǸɅǱǍɅʌẏɾ ǍȺȺǸȓǸǱȺʳ ȡɅȲʔɶȡɐʔɾ ǪɐɅǱʔǪʌṞ Ʌɐʌ ǸʬǸɅ Ǫɐʔɳɐns - ȡɾ Ʌɐʌ ẎȒǍȡɶṞ ɶǸǍɾɐɅǍǩȺǸṞ 
ǍɅǱ ǍǱǸɵʔǍʌǸẏ ǩʳ ǍɅʳ ɃǸǍɾʔɶǸẍ ṵFrank v. Gaos, Case n. 17-961, available at: 
https:/ /www.supremecourt.gov/DocketPDF/17/17 -
961/26575/20180103095144639_USSC%20Petition%20for%20Writ%20of%20Certiorari.pdf ). The court will 
hear arguments and rule during the nine -month term that starts in October.  
66 In re: Google Buzz User Privacy Litigation, Case n. 5:10-cv-00672. Available at: 
https://www.scribd.com/document/36899469/goog -doc   

https://digitalcommons.law.scu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.it/&httpsredir=1&article=1463&context=historical
https://digitalcommons.law.scu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.it/&httpsredir=1&article=1463&context=historical
https://www.supremecourt.gov/DocketPDF/17/17-961/26575/20180103095144639_USSC%20Petition%20for%20Writ%20of%20Certiorari.pdf
https://www.supremecourt.gov/DocketPDF/17/17-961/26575/20180103095144639_USSC%20Petition%20for%20Writ%20of%20Certiorari.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/36899469/goog-doc
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MɅǱɐɶɾǸɃǸɅʌẏ 
ɳɐȺȡǪʳẏ67. 

tab to Gmail  setting s 
to allow users to have 
more choice over the 
connection between 
the two programs.  
 

United States  

Fraley, et al. v. 
Facebook, 
Inc. 68  

March 2011 - 
August 2013  

! ẎSponsored  Storyẏ ȡɾ Ǎ ȒɐɶɃ ɐȒ 
paid advertisement that appears 
ɐɅ Ǎ ʔɾǸɶẏɾ Facebook  page and 
th at generally consists of another 
fɶȡǸɅǱẏɾ ɅǍɃǸṞ ɳɶɐȒȡȺǸ ɳȡǪʌʔɶǸṞ 
and an assertion that the person 
ẎȺȡȶǸɾẏ ʌțǸ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾǸɃǸɅʌṣ ÿțǸ 
advertising service was enabled 
by default for all Facebook ẏɾ 
users in January 2011. A 
Sponsored  Story  may be 
generated wheneve r a member 
utilizes the Post, Like, or Check -in 
features, or uses an application or 
plays a game that integrates with 
the Facebook  website.  

Plaintiffs claimed that the 
ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ʌʔɶɅǸǱ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɾɐǪȡǍȺ 
actions into paid advertisements 
ʌțǍʌ ȡɅǪȺʔǱǸǱ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ȡǱǸɅtities 
without their express knowledge 
or consent. Since, according to 
Facebook , users are three times 
as likely to purchase a service or 
product advertised through a 
Sponsored  Story  compared to a 
standard Facebook  
advertisement, plaintiffs also 
asserted t hat Facebook  profited 
from selling this added value to 
advertisers.  

Plaintiffs faced significant 
barriers to class certification 
because of a substantial burden 
in showing they were actually 
harmed and in proving a lack of 
consent, either express or 
implie d.  

After two years of 
trials and appeals, the 
class action was 
settled providing for 
the creation of a $20 
million settlement 
fund. Any US 
Facebook  user who 
appeared in 
Sponsored  Stories  
was eligible for a $15 
payout that is, as long 
as he/she  submitted 
a claim by May 2, 
2013. Plaintiffs 
ǍʌʌɐɶɅǸʳɾẏ ȒǸǸɾ ʭǸɶǸ 
reduced compared to 
a previous proposed 
settlement. The class 
representatives were 
awarded $1,500 each. 
The remaining 
several million dollars 
were distributed to 
cy -prés  recipients 
that focus with issu es 
in line with those 
ɶǍȡɾǸǱ ȡɅ ɳȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒɾẏ 
complaint: consumer 
protection, research, 
education regarding 
online privacy, the 
safe use of social 
media, and the 
protection of minors.  

Sponsored  Stories  
was discontinued in 
2014. While the 
advertising feature  is 
no longer available, 
the class action 
settlement 
agreement  required 
Facebook  to add 
language to the 
ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳẏɾ 
ẎñʌǍʌǸɃǸɅʌ ɐȒ éȡȓțʌɾ 
ǍɅǱ éǸɾɳɐɅɾȡǩȡȺȡʌȡǸɾẏṞ 
about how people 
under age 18 are 
expected to get 
permission from a 
parent or legal 
guardian befo re 
agreeing to certain 
Facebook  terms. The 
company was also 
required to provide 
more information 
about similar 
programs in the 
future.   

                                                        
67 See Lucarelli et al . 2017: 69-70. 
68  Fraley v. Facebook, Inc., Case n. 11-CV-01726 LHK (PSG). Avai lable at: 
https://www.slideshare.net/gesterling/facebook -class -actionagreement   

https://www.slideshare.net/gesterling/facebook-class-actionagreement
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Europe  

Maximilian 
Schrems v. 
Facebook 
Ireland Ltd.  

August 2014 - 
Pending  

In August 2014 Maximilian 
Schrems, an Austrian  PhD 
student and privacy activist, filed 
a lawsuit against Facebook  Ltd  
before the Vienna District Court 69, 
attempting to consolidate an EU -
wide consumer class action 
against Facebook  Ireland  Ltd ., 
accused of using invalid privacy 
policies, illegal processi ng and 
sharing of personal data through 
its participation in the US 
¸ǍʌȡɐɅǍȺ ñǸǪʔɶȡʌʳ !ȓǸɅǪʳẏɾ æéuñ¶ 
mass surveillance program 
exposed by Edward Snowden in 
June 2013. Absent the 
certification mechanism akin to 
US Federal Rule of Civil 
Procedure 23, Mr. Sch rems 
ǪɐɃɳȺȡǸǱ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ Ẏ!ʔɾʌɶȡǍɅ ɾʌʳȺǸ 
ǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅẏ ɾʌɶʔǪʌʔɶǸṞ ǍǪʌȡʬǸȺʳ 
soliciting claim assignments 
from consumers throughout the 
MĆ ʌțɶɐʔȓț Ǎ ẎɾʔǩɃȡʌ-your -
ǪȺǍȡɃẏ-style website 
(fbclaim.com 70), with the intent to 
assert the 25.000 persons who 
transferred their claims to 
Schrems (the main plaintiff) in a 
single proceeding. The Vienna 
Regional Court found that it had 
no jurisdiction to hear the case. 
Against the Facebook ẏɾ 
ǍɶȓʔɃǸɅʌ ʌțǍʌ ¶ɶṣ ñǪțɶǸɃɾẏ 
systematic solicitation of claims 
țǍǱ ɾțǍǱǸǱ ȡɅʌɐ ẎɳɶɐȒǸɾɾȡɐɅǍȺẏ 
territory, in October 2015 the 
Vienna Court of Appeal issued 71 
that he was acting as a 
consumer, also recognizing 20 
out of the 22 claims. The status of 
ʌțǸ ẎǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅẏ ʭǍɾ ɾʌȡȺȺ 
disputed, but an appeal to the 
Supreme Court was granted. In 
Septembe r 2016 the Austrian 
Supreme Court 72 decided to refer 

In its judgement, 
released in January 
2018, the Court of 
Justice of the 
European Union 73 
ruled that, w hile Mr. 
Schrems is entitled to 
bring an individual 
action against 
Facebook  in Austria 
(dismissing this way 
Facebook ẏɾ ǪȺǍȡɃ 
that they could only 
be sued in Ireland, 
being this latter the 
country where 
ẎFacebook Inc ṣẏ țǍɾ ȡʌɾ 
headquarter for all 
users outs ide of the 
US and Canada), he 
cannot represent 
other consumers in a 
class action.  The 
Court relied 
arguments based on 
the Brussels I 
Regulation 74. Since 
ẌǍɅ ǍɳɳȺȡǪǍɅʌ ʭțɐ ȡɾ 
not himself a party to 
the consumer 
contract in question 
cannot enjoy the 
benefit o f the 
jurisdiction relating 
to consumer 
ǪɐɅʌɶǍǪʌɾẍṞ ʌțǸ >ɐʔɶʌ 
held that the only 
contract at issue was 
that between Mr. 
ñǪțɶǸɃɾẏ ǍɅǱ 
Facebook . Therefore, 
individuals who 
assigned claims to 
Mr. Schrems could 
not piggyback on his 
claim.  

Pending case  

                                                        
69 See: http://www.eur ope -v-facebook.org/sk/PR_LG_en.pdf   
70  See: https://www.fbclaim.com/ui/register   
71 See: http://www.europe -v-facebook.org/PA_OLG_en.pdf   
72 See: http://www.europe -v-facebook.org/sk/PA_OGH_en.pdf   
73 See: https://curia.europa.eu /jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2018 -01/cp180007en.pdf   

http://www.europe-v-facebook.org/sk/PR_LG_en.pdf
https://www.fbclaim.com/ui/register
http://www.europe-v-facebook.org/PA_OLG_en.pdf
http://www.europe-v-facebook.org/sk/PA_OGH_en.pdf
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2018-01/cp180007en.pdf
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the question of the admissibility 
of a Worldwide or a European 
ʭȡǱǸ ẎǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅẏ ǍȓǍȡɅɾʌ 
Facebook  to the court of Justice 
of the European Union, in order 
to understand whether Mr. 
Schrems was entitled t o assert 
claims assigned to him by 
consumers who reside in other 
EU Member States or in non -EU 
states, against the same 
defendant and in his home 
country.  

United States  

Gabriela 
Rojas - 
Lonzano v. 
Google, Inc. 75 

January 2015 - 
February 2016  

In 2007 Google  acquired the 
ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳ ẎɶǸ>!æÿ>o!ậ, one of 
the biggest providers of 
ẎCAPTCHAsẏṞ ǍɅ ǍǪɶɐɅʳɃ Ȓɐɶ 
Ẏ>ɐɃɳȺǸʌǸȺʳ !ʔʌɐɃǍʌǸǱ æʔǩȺȡǪ 
Turing test to tell Computers and 
Humans A ɳǍɶʌẏ. CAPTCHAs  are 
website security features that 
seek to distinguish humans 
visiting a website from 
potentially malicious automated 
programs (e.g. Web Bots), 
requiring the user to view a 
randomly generated and 
distorted string 
of  alphanumeric  characters and 
enter the characters in an 
attached form prior to 
completing a desired action 
(such as visiting a web page or 
posting a blog comment). While 
most CAPTCHA  programs 
present only one word or phrase, 
Google ẏɾ reCAPTCHAs  usually 
require users to transcribe two 

The Court granted 
Google ẏɾ ɃɐʌȡɐɅ ʌɐ 
dismiss the case for 
æȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ ȒǍȡȺʔɶǸ ʌɐ 
state a claim under 
Federal Rule of Civil 
Procedure 12(b)(6), 
which means that 
ʌțǸ ɳȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ 
allegations were not 
be legally sufficient to  
state a claim on 
which relief might be 
granted 77.  

æȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ ǪȺǍȡɃɾ ʭǸɶǸ 
rejected inter alia  on 
the grounds that 
ẌɳȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒ țǍɾ Ʌɐʌ 
alleged that she 
suffered any 
damages as a result 
of the alleged 
misrepresentation 
[and only alleged] 
that Google  profited  

Case dismissed  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
74  Council Regulation 44/2001/EC (2001), Regulation of 22 December 2000 on jurisdiction and the 
recognition and enforcement of judgments in civil and commercial matters , Official Journal L 12/1.  
75 Gabriela Rojas - Lonzano v. Google, Inc, Case n. 15-cv-03751-JSC. Available at: 
http://boothsweet.com/wp -content/uploads/2016/02/Google -Order -Granting -Dism issal.pdf  . Even if the 
action was dismissed it is interesting to cite and describe it in order to see how American law addresses 
the argument discussed in paragraph 1.2.  
77 Google  ɃɐʬǸǱ ʌɐ ǱȡɾɃȡɾɾ ʌțǸ ǪǍɾǸ ɐɅ ɅʔɃǸɶɐʔɾ ȓɶɐʔɅǱɾṝ ṵᶯṶ æȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ ǪȺǍȡɃɾ ʔɅǱǸɶ ¶assachusetts 
law were contractually barred by the choice of law provision contained in Google ẏɾ ÿǸɶɃɾ ɐȒ ñǸɶʬȡǪǸṞ ʌɐ 
which Plaintiff agreed; (2) Plaintiff failed to state a claim under either the CLRA (Consumers Legal 
Remedies Act ) or UCL (Unfair Competit ion Law), including by failing to allege fraud with specificity as 
ɶǸɵʔȡɶǸǱ ǩʳ fǸǱǸɶǍȺ éʔȺǸ ɐȒ >ȡʬȡȺ æɶɐǪǸǱʔɶǸ ᶷṵǩṶṨ ṵᶱṶ ʌțǸ >¬é! ǱɐǸɾ Ʌɐʌ ǍɳɳȺʳ ʌɐ æȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ ǪȺǍȡɃ ǩǸǪǍʔɾǸ 
reCAPTCHA  is software, and thus neither a good nor a service under the statute,; f ȡɅǍȺȺʳṞ ṵᶲṶ æȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ 
claims for quasi -contract or unjust enrichment do not exist under California law or are barred by 
Google ẏɾ ÿǸɶɃɾ ɐȒ ñǸɶʬȡǪǸṣ 

http://boothsweet.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Google-Order-Granting-Dismissal.pdf


  

 

H2020 ṾICT-2016-1                       DECODE D2.4 Data driven disruptive commons -based models  

94  

words: the first one serves the 
over mentioned security purpose; 
the second one is a word that, 
being ink -smudged or written in 
old calligraphy, could not be 
correctly translated by the optical 
character recognition (OCR) 
software that Google  uses with in 
its Google  Books  service, whose 
ambitious goal is to  digitize all  of 
the world's books. This same 
crowdsourced decoding method 
applies also to street names and 
traffic signs extracted from Street  
View  images in order to improve 
Google  Maps ẏ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸṞ Ǎɾ well as 
ʌɐ ǱȡȓȡʌȡʽǸ ʌțȡɶǱ ɳǍɶʌȡǸɾẏ ǍɶǪțȡʬǸɾ 
ǍȓǍȡɅɾʌ ɳǍʳɃǸɅʌ ṵǸṣȓṣ ẎÿțǸ ¸Ǹʭ 
ĥɐɶȶ ÿȡɃǸɾẏ76). 

Plaintiff alleged that Google  does 
not tell users that it profits from 
the reCAPTCHA  prompt 
transcriptions, and that by 
misrepresenting or omitting that 
fact, Google  extracts free labour 
from users.   

from her allegedly 
uninformed decision 
to complete the two -
word reCAPTCHA , 
[where] Google ẏɾ 
ɳɶɐȒȡʌ ȡɾ Ʌɐʌ ɳȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒẏɾ 
ǱǍɃǍȓǸẍṣ ¶ɐɶǸɐʬǸɶṞ 
ẌæȺǍȡɅʌȡȒȒ țǍɾ Ʌɐʌ 
alleged any facts that 
plausibly suggest the 
few seconds it takes 
to type a second 
word is somethin g 
for which a 
reasonable consumer 
would expect to 
receive 
ǪɐɃɳǸɅɾǍʌȡɐɅẍṣ 

 
Table 2.1  : gɐɐȓȺǸậɾ ǍɅǱ fǍǪǸǩɐɐȶậɾ ɾǸȺǸǪʌǸǱ ɳɶȡʬǍǪʳ-related cases  

Source  : Personal elaboration  

 

The case Maximillian Schrems v. Data Protection Commissioner 78, filed  one year 

prior the attempted class action described above, is worth to be reported on account 

ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǪțǍɅȓȡɅȓɾ ȡʌ ǪǍʔɾǸǱ ʭȡʌț ɶǸȓǍɶǱ ʌɐ MĆ ǱǍʌǍ ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɐɅ ȺǍʭẏɾ ȒɶǍɃǸʭɐɶȶṞ 

although it was an individual legal action. This case challenged the key issue of 

w hether the EU -US Safe Harbour Decision 79, stipulated in 2000, ensured adequate 

ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɐɅ Ȓɐɶ MʔɶɐɳǸǍɅ ǪȡʌȡʽǸɅɾẏ ǱǍʌǍ ʌɶǍɅɾȒǸɶɶǸǱ ȒɶɐɃ MĆ ʌɐ Ćñṣ uɅ ¦ʔɅǸ ᶰᶮᶯᶱ ¶Ǎʲ 

Schrems lodged a complaint 80  ǍȓǍȡɅɾʌ ẎFacebook Ireland Ltd ṣẏ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ uɶȡɾț EǍʌǍ 

                                                        
76 Gugliotta G. (2011), Deciphering Old Texts, One Woozy, Curvy Word at a Time , The New York Times, 
28/03/11. URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/29/science/29recaptcha.html   
78 Maximillian Schrems v. Data Protection Commissioner, Case n. C-362/14. Available at: https://eur -
lex.europa.eu/legal -content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A62014CJ0362   
79 Decision 2000/520/EC (2000).  
80  Available at: http://www.europe -v-facebook.org/prism/facebook.pdf  ṣ ñȡɅǪǸ ẎFacebook Inc. ẏ ȡɾ ʌțǸ 
ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾɐɶ ʌțǍʌ țǍɅǱȺǸɾ ʌțǸ ǱǍʌǍ ɐɅ ǩǸțǍȺȒ ɐȒ ẎFacebook Ireland Ltd ẏṞ ʌțȡɾ ȺǍʌʌǸɶ ȡɾ ɾʔǩȲǸǪʌ ʌɐ ʌțǸ uɶȡɾț 
Data Protection Act (DPA) and Directive 95/46/EC. In addition,  Ǎ ẎɃǍɾɾ ǍǪǪǸɾɾẏ ʌɐ ɳǸɶɾɐɅǍȺ ǱǍʌǍ ʭȡʌțɐʔʌ 
a reasonable and specific suspicion against an individual is illegal under the European Court of Human 

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/29/science/29recaptcha.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A62014CJ0362
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A62014CJ0362
http://www.europe-v-facebook.org/prism/facebook.pdf
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Protection Comm issioner (DPC). The complaint was aimed at prohibiting Facebook 

to further transfer data from Ireland to the US, in the light of the revelations made by 

MǱʭǍɶǱ ñɅɐʭǱǸɅ ǪɐɅǪǸɶɅȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ¸ñ!ẏɾ ɃǍɾɾ ɾʔɶʬǸȡȺȺǍɅǪǸ ɳɶɐȓɶǍɃṞ ʭțȡǪț ȡɅʬɐȺʬǸǱ 

Facebook Inc.  among other  companies. The Irish DPC refused to investigate his 

claim and Mr. Schrems appealed the decision of the DPC before the Irish High Court, 

that decided to stay the proceedings and to refer the question of whether national 

DPAs has competence to investigate t he adequacy of data protection in a third 

country to the CJEU for preliminary ruling. In September 2015 Advocate General Yves 

Bot issued his opinion 81 on the case, indicating that the Safe Harbour agreement had 

to be invalidated because it failed to provide  the requisite legal protection under EU 

law. In October 2015, the European Court of Justice issued a judgment 82 ruling that 

ṵᶯṶ ¶ǸɃǩǸɶ ñʌǍʌǸɾẏ Eæ!ɾ țǍʬǸ ʌțǸ ɶȡȓțʌ ʌɐ ǸʲǍɃȡɅǸ ʌțǸ ǪȺǍȡɃ ɐȒ Ǎ ɳǸɶɾɐɅ ǪɐɅǪǸɶɅȡɅȓ 

the protection of his rights and freedoms in rega rd to the processing of personal 

data relating to him which has been transferred from a Member State to that third 

country when that person contends that the law and practices in force in the third 

country do not ensure an adequate level of protection, and  (2) the Safe Harbour 

Decision is declared invalid due to the lack of adequacy. In July 2016 the Commission 

set up a new political agreement with the US through the adoption of the EU -US 

Privacy Shield Decision 83. More than twenty civil society groups oppos ed its 

adoption 84Ṟ ɾʌǍʌȡɅȓ ʌțǍʌ ȡʌ ǱɐǸɾ Ʌɐʌ ǪɐɃɳȺʳ Ẍʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ɾʌǍɅǱǍɶǱɾ ɾǸʌ ǩʳ ʌțǸ >ɐʔɶʌ ɐȒ 

Justice of the European Union (CJEU), including in the recent case invalidating the 

ȺǸȓǍȺ ʔɅǱǸɶɳȡɅɅȡɅȓɾ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ñǍȒǸ oǍɶǩɐʔɶ fɶǍɃǸʭɐɶȶẍṣ oɐʭǸʬǸɶṞ ʌțǸ Ȳʔɾʌ ǪɐɃǸ ȡɅʌɐ 

fo rce General Data Protection Regulation (Regulation 2016/679, 2016 85) has specific 

requirements for companies that handle EU data in any country, not just the US: 

data transfer may only occur to countries considered by DPAs as having adequate 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
Rights (ECHR) and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFR), of the principles of 
ẎɳʔɶɳɐɾǸ ȺȡɃȡʌǍʌȡɐɅẏ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ɳɶȡɅǪȡɳȺǸ ɐȒ ɳɶɐɳɐɶʌȡɐɅǍȺȡʌʳ Ǎɾ ǱǸȒȡɅǸǱ ȡɅ ʌțǸ EȡɶǸǪʌȡʬǸ ᶷᶳṩᶲᶴṩM> ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ 
DPA. In summary, since the just mentioned Directive allows for a transfer of personal data to a third 
ǪɐʔɅʌɶʳ ɐɅȺʳ ȡȒ ǍɅ ẎǍǱǸɵʔǍʌǸ ȺǸʬǸȺ ɐȒ ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌȡɐɅẏ ȡɾ ȓʔǍɶǍɅʌǸǸǱ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ẎñǍȒǸ oǍɶǩɐʔɶẏ EǸǪȡɾȡɐɅ ɾțɐʔȺǱ ǩǸ 
interpreted in line with this proposition, a bulk transfer of personal data to the NSA would therefore be 
in breach of all the rule listed.  
81 Available at: 
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?text=&docid=168421&pageIndex=0&doclang=en&m
ode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=326249   
82 Available at: http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?docid=169195&doclang=EN  
83 Decision 2016/1250/EU (2016).  
84  See: https://epic.org/privacy/intl/schrems/Priv -Shield -Coalition -LtrMar2016.pdf  
85 For a comprehensive explanation of GDPR novelties and requirements see Bassi et al.  (2017). 

http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?text=&docid=168421&pageIndex=0&doclang=en&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=326249
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?text=&docid=168421&pageIndex=0&doclang=en&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=326249
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?docid=169195&doclang=EN
https://epic.org/privacy/intl/schrems/Priv-Shield-Coalition-LtrMar2016.pdf
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data protection  laws. The US is not generally listed as one of those countries. Privacy 

Shield should therefore help to create the adequate juridical environment needed 

for US companies to meet the GDPR requirements.  

In our previous work (Lucarelli et al.  2017) we had al ready pointed out how expertise 

of companies specialized in Big Data  analytics have been and were likely to be 

ȡɅǪɶǸǍɾȡɅȓȺʳ țȡɶǸǱ ȡɅ ɳɐȺȡʌȡǪǍȺ ȺǸǍǱǸɶɾẏ ǸȺǸǪʌȡɐɅ ǪǍɃɳǍȡȓɅɾṣ !ɾ ǸǍɶȺʳ Ǎɾ ᶰᶮᶯᶰṞ Ǎ ẎÿțǸ 

gʔǍɶǱȡǍɅẏẏɾ ǍɶʌȡǪȺǸ ʭǍɾ ǍǱʬȡɾȡɅȓ ʌțǍʌ ẌʌțǸ ɶǸ-election team , Obama for America, will 

be inviting its supporters to log on to the campaign website via Facebook , thus 

allowing the campaign to access their personal data and add it to the central data 

store - the largest, most detailed and potentially most powerful in  the history of 

ɳɐȺȡʌȡǪǍȺ ǪǍɃɳǍȡȓɅɾẍ86. As regards Donald Trump, Cambridge  Analytica ẏɾ 

recruitment to target key messages to relevant voters was publicly known 

approximately one year before the data scandal 87. Indeed, we had also made 

reference to a work 88  by  Michal Kosinski (computational social scientist and 

Associate Professor in Organisational Behaviour at the Stanford Graduate School of 

Business) and David Stillwell (Deputy Director of the Psychometrics Centre at the 

University of Cambridge), based on a s ample of 58.466 volunteers from the United 

States, obtained through the myPersonality  Facebook application (devised in 2007, 

while a student, by Stillwell) which included their Facebook  profile information, a list 

of their Likes, psychometric test scores, and survey information. The study 

demonstrated that the app could be used to « automatically and accurately predict 

a range of highly sensitive personal attributes including: sexual orientation, 

ethnicity, religious and political views, personality traits,  intelligence, happiness, use 

of addictive substances, parental separation, age, and gender » (Ibidem : 5802). 

!ǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ẎÿțǸ gʔǍɶǱȡǍɅẏ89 the defence and military establishment were the first 

ʌɐ ɅɐʌȡǪǸ ʌțǸ ɶǸȺǸʬǍɅǪǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɶǸɾǸǍɶǪțṝ Ẍ=ɐǸȡɅȓṞ Ǎ ɃǍȲɐɶ Ćñ ǱǸfence contractor, 

                                                        
86  Pilkington E. and Michel A. (2012), Obama, Facebook and the power of friendship: the 2012 data 
election , The Guardian, 17/02/12 URL: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/feb/17/obama -digit al-
data -machine -facebook -election   
87 Bright S. (2017), !ȒʌǸɶ ÿɶʔɃɳṹ Ậǩȡȓ ǱǍʌǍậ ȒȡɶɃ >ǍɃǩɶȡǱȓǸ !ɅǍȺʳʌȡǪǍ ȡɾ Ʌɐʭ ʭɐɶȶȡɅȓ ȡɅ ©ǸɅʳǍ, BBC 
News, 03/08/17. URL: http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs -trend ing -40792078   
88  Kosinski et al.  (2013). 
89  Cadwalladr C. (2018), The Cambridge Analytica files - Ậu ɃǍǱǸ ñʌǸʬǸ =ǍɅɅɐɅậɾ ɳɾʳǪțɐȺɐȓȡǪǍȺ ʭǍɶȒǍɶǸ 
ʌɐɐȺậṸ ɃǸǸʌ ʌțǸ ǱǍʌǍ ʭǍɶ ʭțȡɾʌȺǸǩȺɐʭǸɶ, The Guardian, 19/03/18. URL: 
http://davelevy.info/Downloads/cabridgeananalyticafiles%20 -theguardian_20180318.pdf   

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/feb/17/obama-digital-data-machine-facebook-election
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/feb/17/obama-digital-data-machine-facebook-election
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-40792078
http://davelevy.info/Downloads/cabridgeananalyticafiles%20-theguardian_20180318.pdf
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ȒʔɅǱǸǱ ©ɐɾȡɅɾȶȡẏɾ æțE ǍɅǱ EǍɶɳǍṞ ʌțǸ Ćñ ȓɐʬǸɶɅɃǸɅʌẏɾ ɾǸǪɶǸʌȡʬǸ EǸȒǸɅǪǸ !ǱʬǍɅǪǸǱ 

Research Projects Agency, is cited in at least two academic papers supporting 

©ɐɾȡɅɾȶȡẏɾ ʭɐɶȶẍ90 . It was only after the publication of the above mentioned work  that 

psychometric profiling publicly disclosed its explosive potential. Christopher Wylie, 

Cambridge  Analytica  ǱǍʌǍ ǩɶǸǍǪțẏɾ ʭțȡɾʌȺǸǩȺɐʭǸɶ ǍɅǱ ȒɐɶɃǸɶ ɶǸɾǸǍɶǪț ǱȡɶǸǪʌɐɶ ɐȒ 

the company, revealed how Cambridge  Analytica ẏɾ Ȓȡɶɾʌ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌȡǸɾ ʭțǸɶǸ ȒɐʔɅǱǸǱ ɐɅ 

a dataset, whose parent company SCL ( Strategic Communication Laboratories ) 

bought in 2014 from another company, named Global Science Research  (GSR) and 

ɐʭɅǸǱ ǩʳ ȒǍǪʔȺʌʳ ɃǸɃǩǸɶ Ǎʌ >ǍɃǩɶȡǱȓǸ ĆɅȡʬǸɶɾȡʌʳ !ȺǸȶɾǍɅǱɶ ©ɐȓǍɅṝ ẌǸɃǍȡȺɾ ɶǸʬǸǍȺ 

Wylie first negotiated wit h Michal Kosinski to use the myPersonality  ǱǍʌǍǩǍɾǸ ṳṟṴṞ 

ǩʔʌ ʭțǸɅ ɅǸȓɐʌȡǍʌȡɐɅɾ ǩɶɐȶǸ ǱɐʭɅ ṳṟṴ !ȺǸȶɾǍɅǱɶ ©ɐȓǍɅṞ ɐȒȒǸɶǸǱ Ǎ ɾɐȺʔʌȡɐɅ ʌțǍʌ 

many of his colleagues considered unethical, [offering] to replicate Kosinski and 

ñʌȡȺʭǸȺȺẏɾ ɶǸɾǸǍɶǪț ǍɅǱ Ǫʔʌ ʌțǸɃ ɐʔʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǱǸǍȺẍṣ ÿțǸɶǸȒɐɶǸṞ țʔɅǱɶǸǱɾ ɐȒ ʌțɐʔɾǍɅǱɾ 

of Facebook users who used the resulting Facebook  ǍɳɳṞ ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ẎThis Is Your Digital 

LifeẏṞ ʔɅʭȡʌʌȡɅȓȺʳ ȓǍʬǸ ǍǪǪǸɾɾ ɐɅ ǍʬǸɶǍȓǸ ʌɐ ᶯᶴᶮ ɐʌțǸɶ ɳǸɐɳȺǸẏɾ ɳɶɐȒȡȺǸɾ ǸǍǪțṣ !ɾ Ǎ 

result, tens of millions of persons around the world (over 80 percent in the US 91) had 

their personal information harvested by Cambridge  Analytica  which, shut down in 

early May 92, self-ɳɶɐǪȺǍȡɃǸǱ Ǎɾ ẌʌțǸ ȓȺɐǩǍȺ ȺǸǍǱǸɶ ȡɅ ǱǍʌǍ-driven campaigning 

supporting more than 100 [political] campaigns across fi ʬǸ ǪɐɅʌȡɅǸɅʌɾẍ93. 

Three days after the news entered the public domain, the first of a subsequent 

waterfall of class actions 94  was filed in San Jose (California) by Lauren Price 95, 

accusing Facebook  of unlawful business practice, unfair business practice, and 

ɅǸȓȺȡȓǸɅǪǸṞ ɐɅ ǩǸțǍȺȒ ɐȒ țǸɶɾǸȺȒ ǍɅǱ ẌǍȺȺ ɳǸɶɾɐɅɾ ʭțɐ ɶǸȓȡɾʌǸɶǸǱ Ȓɐɶ Facebook  

                                                        
90  Ibidem.  
91 Statista (2018), Number of Facebook user accounts that may have been compromised in the 
Cambridge Ana lytica scandal as of April 2018 by country. URL: 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/831815/facebook -user -accounts -affected -cambrid ge -analytica -by -
country/   
92 Salinas S. (2018), Cambridge Analytica is shutting down, says the 'siege of media coverage' drove 
away clients , CNBC, 02/05/18. URL: https://www.cnbc.com/2018/05/02/cambridge -analytica -is-shutting -
down -wsj.html   
93 See: https://ca -political.com/   
94  Fontana F. (2018), Lawsuits Against Facebook Over Data Privacy Issues Are Piling Up, The Stre et, 
27/05/18. URL: https://www.thestreet.com/story/14536213/1/everyone -who -is-suing -facebook -for -
cambridge -analytica.html  . The articl e lists 16 lawsuits, the majority of which are class actions, filed in 
the US within the first two weeks following the scandal.  
95 Lauren Price v. Facebook, Inc., and Cambridge Analytica, Case No.  5:18-cv-01732-HRL. Available at: 
https://www.scribd.com/document/374558586/2 -Facebook -PDF -Classaction#fullscreen&from_embed   

https://www.statista.com/statistics/831815/facebook-user-accounts-affected-cambridge-analytica-by-country/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/831815/facebook-user-accounts-affected-cambridge-analytica-by-country/
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/05/02/cambridge-analytica-is-shutting-down-wsj.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/05/02/cambridge-analytica-is-shutting-down-wsj.html
https://ca-political.com/
https://www.thestreet.com/story/14536213/1/everyone-who-is-suing-facebook-for-cambridge-analytica.html
https://www.thestreet.com/story/14536213/1/everyone-who-is-suing-facebook-for-cambridge-analytica.html
https://www.scribd.com/document/374558586/2-Facebook-PDF-Classaction#fullscreen&from_embed
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accounts in the United States and whose Personal Information was obtained  from 

Facebook  by Cambridge  Analytica  without authorization or in excess of 

ǍʔʌțɐɶȡʽǍʌȡɐɅẍṞ ɅǍɃǸȺʳ ᶳᶮ ɃȡȺlion circa. A joint class -action lawsuit  was filed 96 on April 

10th  by lawyers in the US and UK against Facebook , Cambridge  Analytica , SCL, 

and  GSR, for violation of the Stored Communication Act, fraud, negligence, and wilful 

negligence. In early May, a prop osed class action was filed 97 at the Ontario Superior 

Court of Justice by Jessica Simpson, lead plaintiff on behalf of the more than 

600.000 Canadians whose personal data was misused. At the end of May, the Italian 

non -ɳɶɐȒȡʌ ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶ ǍɾɾɐǪȡǍʌȡɐɅ Ẏ!ȺʌɶɐǪɐɅɾʔɃɐẏ ǍɅǱ ɳǍɶʌɅǸɶ ɐɶȓǍɅȡɾǍʌȡɐɅɾ ȡɅ 

Belgium, Spain and Portugal, launched collective actions 98, requesting a minimum 

compensation of 200 euros per user. In Italy, the class action has reached more than 

26.000 subscribers 99.  

For its part, Facebook  does not see m to have suffered from the Cambridge  

Analytica ẏɾ ǱǸǩǍǪȺǸṣ !ǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ȒȡɅǍɅǪȡǍȺ ɶǸɾʔȺʌɾ100 for the quarter that ended 

March 31 th  2018, both daily and monthly users are up 13 percent year -over -year, 

mobile made up 91 percent of all ad revenue, up from 8 9 percent last quarter, net 

income was of $4.98 billion (up from $4.26 billion last quarter), and Average Revenue 

Per User reached $5.53, up 30 percent year -over -year. This data shows therefore that 

not even very big troubles have been able to paralyze Fac ebook ẏɾ ȓɶɐʭʌțṞ ǍȺʌțɐʔȓț 

ȡʌ Ƀȡȓțʌ ǩǸ ɃɐɶǸ ɳɶʔǱǸɅʌ ʌɐ ʭǍȡʌ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸ ɅǸʲʌ ɵʔǍɶʌǸɶẏɾ ɶǸɾʔȺʌɾṣ uɅ ǍɅʳ ǪǍɾǸṞ Ǎɾ 

highlighted in Lucarelli et al.  (2017), the fact that users, though completely free to do 

so, are disinclined to leave a social network populated by m uch of their friends and 

ǍǪɵʔǍȡɅʌǍɅǪǸɾṞ ǍɅǱ ʔɳɐɅ ʭțȡǪț ʌțǸʳ țǍʬǸ ǩʔȡȺʌ Ȳɐǩẏɾ ǍɅǱ ȺǸȡɾʔɶǸẏɾ ǪɐɅɅǸǪʌȡɐɅɾṞ ǪǍɅ 

prevent users from shifting to a competing platform. In the Facebook ẏɾ ǪǍɾǸṞ voice  

seems in fact to greatly overcome the exit option, although the c ompany operates in 

                                                        
96 Redmond et al v. Facebook, Inc. et al., Case No. 3:18-cv-03642. Available at: 
https://www.pacermonitor.com/public/case/24850435/Redmond_et_al_v_Facebook,_Inc_et_al   
97 Nanji S. (2018), Canadian class action launched over Faceb ook data -scraping scandal , The Star, 
02/05/18 URL: https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2018/05/02/canadian -class -action -launched -over -
facebook -data -scraping -scandal.html   
98  Altroconsumo (2018), Scandalo dati. Class action contro Facebook , 30/05/18. URL: 
https://www.altroconsumo.it/organizzazione/media -e-press/comunicati/2018/scandalo -dati -class -
action -contro -facebook   
99 See: https://www.altroconsumo.it/azioni -collettiv e/facebook   
100 Press Release available at: https://investor.fb.com/investor -news/press -release -
details/2018/Facebook -Reports -First -Quarter -2018-Results/default.aspx   

https://www.pacermonitor.com/public/case/24850435/Redmond_et_al_v_Facebook,_Inc_et_al
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2018/05/02/canadian-class-action-launched-over-facebook-data-scraping-scandal.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2018/05/02/canadian-class-action-launched-over-facebook-data-scraping-scandal.html
https://www.altroconsumo.it/organizzazione/media-e-press/comunicati/2018/scandalo-dati-class-action-contro-facebook
https://www.altroconsumo.it/organizzazione/media-e-press/comunicati/2018/scandalo-dati-class-action-contro-facebook
https://www.altroconsumo.it/azioni-collettive/facebook
https://investor.fb.com/investor-news/press-release-details/2018/Facebook-Reports-First-Quarter-2018-Results/default.aspx
https://investor.fb.com/investor-news/press-release-details/2018/Facebook-Reports-First-Quarter-2018-Results/default.aspx
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an environment comprised of a theoretically great amount of close and available 

ɾʔǩɾʌȡʌʔʌǸɾṣ ÿțȡɾ ɳɶɐʬǸɾ țɐʭ ɾʌɶɐɅȓ ʌțǸ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ǸȒȒǸǪʌɾẏ ȒǍǪʌɐɶ ȡɾ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ 

economy.  

 

 

᷾Ṿ᷾Ṿ᷾Ṿ ¶ɐʬǸɃǸɅʌɾ ǍɅǱ ǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅɾ ǍȓǍȡɅɾʌ ʌțǸ ẬʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅậ ɐȒ 
the economy 101 
 
In part 1.3 we have seen in detail how the business model developed by Uber has 

subsequently affected the entire economy. In this part we will have a close look at all 

the aspects related to the world of work as far as its precariousness and  flexibility are 

concerned - which have been imposed by the so -called platform economy. 102  

This economic model uses new types of employment contracts which are replacing 

those forms of permanent employment carried out for a single company in the 20th 

centur y. The main consequence of this change is that workers not only are now 

more and more precarious, but also unprotected. Just think of the US economic 

recovery that led to the creation of 9.4 million new jobs, mostly on -call workers, 

freelancers, part -time workers. While the number of employees has had a 

contraction equal to 400,000 jobs (Staglianò 2018: 10).  

In light of this, most of the work activities fall into the category of independent 

workers or all those new types of work through which people earn th eir incomes 

outside traditional jobs. 103 According to a researcher at the McKinsey Institute, the 

ẌȡɅǱǸɳǸɅǱǸɅʌ ʭɐɶȶẍ ṵ¶ǍɅȡʳȶǍ et al . 2016: viii) is the type of work characterised by: a 

high autonomy in its performance; a short working relationship between th ose who 

offer and demand work; payment takes place at the end of each individual job. As 

we will see further on, the debate about this kind of contract is crucial to understand 

                                                        
101 From paragraph  2.2.2. to l 2.2.3. writing  by  Giuliani A.  
102 We will use the term of platform economy instead of the more generic gig economy that can be 
extended to the whole economic system, where the dem and and supply of work and the relative 
execution of temporary jobs are often not paid and do not go through the intermediation of digital 

platforms. However, there is an exception represented by the hybrid model of Amazon . 
103 Currently and especially in th e Anglo -Saxon language, different names are used to indicate 
independent work: individual contractor, freelancer, self -employed or consultant. Regardless, it is part 
of what the International Labor Organization (ILO) indicates as non -standard forms of empl oyment. See 
also De Stefano (2016).  
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the problematic nature of the labour market in the platforms economy 104. On the 

one hand, we have some platforms seen more as simple intermediaries between 

requesters and providers of work activities, rather than typical employee -employer 

relationships with all the obligations and duties linked to them. On the other hand, 

we have other  platforms that have the desire to be seen as real employers, since 

they have so much control on more and more workers in terms of organisation and 

management of work. Around 15 percent of the independent workers in the United 

States and the European Union  have found work through digital platforms 105. Now 

ʭǸ ʭȡȺȺ ɾʔɃ ʔɳ țɐʭ ʌțǸ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃɾ ǍɅǱ Ǎɳɳɾẏ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾ ǍɶǸ ʌɶʳȡɅȓ ʌɐ ɐɶȓǍɅȡɾǸ 

ʌțǸɃɾǸȺʬǸɾ ʌɐ ɶǸɾɳɐɅǱ ʌɐ ʌțȡɾ ẎȒɶǸǸǱɐɃẏ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸ ȡɅɾʌȡʌʔʌȡɐɅɾ țǍʬǸ ȺǸȒʌ ʌɐ ʌțǸɃṣ ÿțǸ 

lack of strict regulation in terms of labor law and a certain flexibility in terms of 

taxation were initially justified by incentivising technological innovation and 

releasing energies, in a sort of creative destruction (the Schumpeterian model) in 

ȺȡɅǸ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ɾɳȡɶȡʌ ɐȒ ǪɐɃɃʔɅȡǪǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎMʔɶɐɳǸǍɅ Agenda for the collaborative 

ǸǪɐɅɐɃʳẏ106. 

Firstly, we will have a terminological introduction - important to clarify the complex 

world of the platforms economy.  

ñǸǪɐɅǱȺʳṞ ʭǸ ʭȡȺȺ ʌɶʳ ʌɐ ɾțɐʭ țɐʭ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǪǸɾɾ ɐȒ ẎʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏ ȡɾ ǸɅǪɐʔɅʌǸɶȡɅȓ ȒɐɶɃɾ 

of oppositio n, such as bottom -up mobilisations through class actions and different 

labor laws - that are pushing the relevant national and international bodies to deal 

more accurately with the economy of the platforms, as in the case of the European 

Union.  

Although wi thin the debate on digital platforms different terms are used to indicate 

the different types of precarious, flexible and mostly non -unionized work, we believe 

it is appropriate to make a general distinction between the two main areas of the 

ẎɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ʭɐɶȶẏṝ ǪɶɐʭǱʭɐɶȶ ǍɅǱ ɐɅ-demand work. 107  

 

                                                        
104 Maniyka et al.  (2016). 
105 According to the report prepared by Maniyka  et al.  (2016: viii) between the United States and the 
European Union (15 member countries considered) the independent workers are 20 -30 percent out o f 
162 million working people.  
106 See URL: http://europa.eu/rapid/press -release_IP -16-2001_en.html  
107 Authors like Florian A. Schmidt (2017) prefer to use the term cloud work instead o f crowdwork. That is 
because workers who complete these activities use only the network. This interpretation seems to 
overshadow the fact that these jobs are still carried out by workers in a physical place, even when 
ǱȡȒȒǸɶǸɅʌ ȒɶɐɃ ʌțǸ ǪȺȡǸɅʌẏɾṣ ñǪțɃȡǱʌ ṵ2017). 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-2001_en.html
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Crowdwork  

It is a system based on platforms that match the demand to the supply (professional 

or not). Basically this means that people launching a proposal for a service wait for 

someone to find it interesting. The key elements are the intermediation and 

organisation of work: 1) who can be in any corner of the world in relation to the place 

where the customer is located. 2) The users can carry it out in the time it is 

appropriate to take into account the agreed time to c arry it out and in the manner it 

deems most appropriate. There is no direct human relationship amongst individuals, 

but only online. In this type of work, individuals perform activities that may have 

different degrees of complexity and fragmentation of wor k (recognition of images, 

texts, audio and video files), but which cannot be performed, at least in their 

integrity, by algorithms. Amazon Mechanical Turk  is the best example to clarify what 

we are talking about: the requester that demands the translation of a text or the 

recognition of specific images can answer a provider located on the other side of the 

world. In this way, the role played by the ubiquity of crowd work platforms is 

extremely important because crowdworkers can be located anywhere in the wo rld.  

 

On -demand Work  

This term means that someone has to ask for a service and someone else to satisfy it 

ǍǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ǍɳɳȺȡǪǍɅʌẏɾ ʭǍʳɾ ǍɅǱ ʌȡɃǸɾṣ fɐɶ ȡʌɾ ǩɶɐȶǸɶǍȓǸ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌʳṞ ʌțǸ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ 

retains a fee charged on the price determined by the algorithm f or each transaction 

(task), a price that is accepted by both the applicant and the provider. The definitive 

transaction between the parties takes place only when the activity has ended. In this 

way, the platforms have been considered free from the constrai nts of employment 

relationships with the lenders until now. One of the most difficult aspects of the on -

demand work is that every contractor takes not only the ownership of the means by 

which the work is carried out, but also all the business risks 108. As we ll as the costs of 

ordinary and extraordinary maintenance (for example, the delivery riders such as 

Deliveroo , Foodora , etc.). Plus, a contractor has not got the same rights that an 

employee has (such as health insurance, social security and unemployment b enefit, 
                                                        
108 Through the Xchange Leasing programme, Uber rented cars to drivers who did not have enough 
finances to buy a car. However, most of the individuals created a hole in the accounts of Uber ẏɾ 
subsidiary. To avoid further problems, Uber sold the busine ss to Fair.Com. a company specialised in car 
rental and sale (Chang 2017).  
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etc.). Unlike the crowd work, in the on -demand work there is a real and localised 

relationship between the users and providers. For example, with Uber the client 

meets the driver in a certain city. As well as when using the Airbnb platform, the 

cli ent meets the host in a specific place.  

 

Crowdwork  Work on demand  

Global Service  Local Service  

Sector  Sector  

Human 
Intelligence 

Task 

Ex. : Amazon  
Mechanical 

Turk  
Transport  

Ex.: Uber, 
Lyft  

 
Delivery  

Ex.: 
Foodora, 

Deliveroo, 
Uber Eats  

Accomodation  Ex.: AirBnB  

 
Table  2.2 : Work in the Platform Economy  

Source : Personal elaboration  
 

In both these types of work, the demand and the supply of particular activities are 

possible through Internet platforms and / or via apps connected to them. However, 

much m ore complex is the legal framework of all these types of work not only 

between, but also within them. In the crowd work, working conditions can change 

according to the different platforms used, as well as the methods of acceptance, 

execution and payment of  the work (De Stefano 2016: 3).  

 In this situation, platforms tend to use strategies to disguise subordinate 

employment, which means profit and capitalistic valorisation.  

 Moreover, the concept of flexibility - seen as a free choice of working hours - goes  

into crisis. In fact, workers are forced to carry out their activities at times that do not 

ǍȺȺɐʭ ʌțǸɃ Ǎ ẎɾǍʌȡɾȒǍǪʌɐɶʳẏ ɾɐǪȡǍȺ ȺȡȒǸṞ Ǎɾ ɾʌǍʌǸǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ ǩȡɐ-capitalism theorists 

(Codeluppi 2008).  

 !ɾ ʭǸ țǍʬǸ ǍȺɶǸǍǱʳ ɾǍȡǱṞ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɐɅǸ țǍɅǱ ǪɐɃɳǍɅȡǸɾẏ ǩɐʔɅǱǍɶȡǸs are spreading 

ȡɅǪɶǸǍɾȡɅȓȺʳ ṵǍɾ ʭǸ țǍʬǸ ȺǍɶȓǸȺʳ ɾǸǸɅ ȡɅ ɳǍɶʌ ᶯṣᶱ ǱǸǱȡǪǍʌǸǱ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ẎʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

economy) on the other, for many workers the status of employee is something 
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unreachable and precariousness is the norm. These workers change their clien ts, but 

often they are tied to a single one, so it is difficult for them to be real freelancers. The 

ẎɳȡǸǪǸʭɐɶȶẏ ɐɶ ẎǪɐȓɅȡʌȡʬǸ ɳȡǸǪǸʭɐɶȶẏ ṵfǸȺɾʌȡɅǸɶ ᶰᶮᶯᶯṝ ᶯᶲᶵṶ ȡɾ ɐɅǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǩȡȓȓǸɾʌ Ȳɐǩ 

opportunities offered by the platform economy, taking into account tha t in the 

contracts particular attention is given to the intellectual property rights that are in 

ʌțǸ ǪȺȡǸɅʌẏɾ țǍɅǱɾṣ 

 oɐʭǸʬǸɶṞ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐǩȺǸɃ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɶǸʌʔɶɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎɳȡǸǪǸʭɐɶȶẏ ȡɾ ʌțǸ ɵʔǍȺȡʌʳ ɶǍʌǸɶṣ ÿțȡɾ ȡɾ Ǎ 

form of temporary collaboration that can be prolonge d several times but does not 

go beyond the duration of a year. In short, this rater consists in checking if the 

algorithm has performed well its functions (such as the correct transcription of the 

audio files or the right captions of pictures) and if not, correct the error and report it 

to the algorithm.  

 The case of the raters also involves the uberisation of the economy: the explosion of 

the use of temp agencies in global terms.  

Just think of Google: because of an error in the evaluation of the algorithm,  the user 

of the well -ȶɅɐʭɅ ɾǸǍɶǪț ǸɅȓȡɅǸ ȡɅɾʌǸǍǱ ɐȒ ʭǍʌǪțȡɅȓ ʌțǸ =ɶȡʌȡɾț éɐʳǍȺ ¸Ǎʬʳẏɾ ɾɳɐʌ 

was watching the rantings of a well -known Holocaust denier. In this case, the 

artificial intelligence was not able to interpret the key words forcing the home of 

Mo untain View to run for cover, with the breakdown of major advertising contracts 

and the hiring of its 10.000 quality raters full time as a result. Indeed, amongst its 

approximately 72.000 employees, there were no employees with this qualification. In 

fact,  Google Quality  raters were recruited through temporary employment 

companies, amongst which Leapforce 109 stood out specialised in intermediation in 

technological professions (Staglianò 2018: 131). The case of temporary employment 

agencies - that subcontract the work to raters - leads to a series of problems: 1) In 

judicial terms, it makes it difficult to understand who the employer really is and who 

to turn to in case of non -fulfilment. 2) In most cases, these brokerage companies do 

not have the legal require ments to operate in compliance with the labour law in 

every country. 3) Last but not least, the tax and social security obligations that these 

companies must respect.  

                                                        
109 Leapforce was founded by Daren Jackson, a former Google employee and located in Pleaseanton, 
California.  
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In ongoing debates, it is often emphasised that amongst workers of different temp 

agencie s, there are individuals who would find it very difficult to find an alternative 

job for health or logistics reasons, so they cannot miss these job opportunities. When 

they tried to improve work conditions, as in the case of the aforementioned 

Leapforce , tțǸɾǸ ǪɐɃɳǍɅȡǸɾẏ ɶǸɾɳɐɅɾǸ ʭǍɾ ʌɐ ȺǸǍʬǸ ʌțǸ ȡɅʬɐȺʬǸǱ ǸɃɳȺɐʳǸǸɾ Ǎʌ 

home. 110 

 

Legislation, Class Action and workers' mobilisations in the platform economy era  

æȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ǸǪɐɅɐɃʳ ɾʌɐɶʳʌǸȺȺȡɅȓ ẎɾǸȺȺɾẏ ʌțǸ ȒǍǪʌ ʌțǍʌ ȡɅ Ƀɐɾʌ ǪǍɾǸɾ ɐɅǸ ȡɾ ȒɐɶǪǸǱ ʌɐ ʌǍȶǸ 

gigs as opportu nities. Whether it the rental of part of one's home on Airbnb or one's 

ʌȡɃǸ ẎɐɅ ɾǍȺǸẏ ɐɅ UpWork or AMT , all this is part of this paradigm. However, this 

business model is more and more often finding counter -tendencies, as evidenced by 

the striking case of Uber in the transport sector.  

 

Legislation and Class Action  

For example, in the United States we have cases in which litigations concerning 

transport platforms such as Uber and Lyft have ended up having all the possible 

attention from the competent authori ties. In such cases, the district court concluded 

that these platforms do not act as simple technological intermediaries. The class 

action brought by 380.000 Uber drivers saw the latter succumbing to justice and 

Uber was recognised as an actual transport c ompany organising the activities of 

drivers through technological tools, and not as a simple intermediary 111.  

                                                        
110In fact, these workers were offered 26 -hour -per -week contracts to avoid n ot only legal risks, but also 

health insurance and other related rights. See Newitz A. (2018) . 
111 In the US institutions such as the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the Department of Labor (DOL), 
also thanks to the US DOL Employment Workshop promulgated in 2015, they have a whole range of 
tools helping them determine if a worker is an employee or an independent professional and if the 
different platforms are to be legally considered as employers. However, many labour law experts insist 
that in order to cl arify the dissimulative approach in terms of work relationships and control over the 
performance of the various activities carried out by the platforms, it is sufficient to have the national 
ȺǍʭɾ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ȡɾɾʔǸ ɶǸɾɳǸǪʌǸǱ ǍǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ẎɾʔɳɶǸɃǍǪʳ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ȒǍǪʌɾẏṞ ǱǸǍɶ ʌɐ ǪɐɃɃɐɅ ȺǍʭ ɾʳɾʌǸɃɾṞ 
and not on the basis of private agreements (De Stefano, 2016: 16). Another important event, under 
ÃǩǍɃǍẏɾ !ǱɃȡɅȡɾʌɶǍʌȡɐɅṞ ǪɐɅɾȡɾʌǸǱ ȡɅ ȓȡʬȡɅȓ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾ ʌțǸ ɳɐɾɾȡǩȡȺȡʌʳ ɐȒ ȒȡȺȡɅȓ ǪȺǍɾɾ ǍǪʌȡɐɅ ǍȓǍȡɅɾʌ 
employers. With the verdi ct of 21 st May 2018, the American Supreme Court has recognized that labour 
lawsuit must be filed individually. See Wolf (2018).  
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Crossing the ocean, England seems to question Uber ẏɾ ǩʔɾȡɅǸɾɾ ɃɐǱǸȺ Ǎɾ ʭǸȺȺṣ !ȺȺ 

this started with Uber being suited by two drivers from the blue L ondon cars: Yaseen 

Aslam and James Farrar 112. Following two incidents involving passengers, the two 

drivers wanted to take legal action to get justice, but the emblematic aspect of these 

events is that Uber ǱȡǱ Ʌɐʌ ʭǍɅʌ ʌɐ ǱǸǪȺǍɶǸ ʌțǸ ɳǍɾɾǸɅȓǸɶɾẏ ɳǸɶɾɐɅǍȺ ǱǍta. This was 

an element that emphasised how controlling crucial aspects in the management of 

the activities provided by Uber Ṟ ɾʔǪț Ǎɾ ʌțǸ ɳǍɾɾǸɅȓǸɶɾẏ ɳǸɶɾɐɅǍȺ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅṞ ʭǍɾ 

not to be directly referred to whom Uber itself considers as self -employed. For this 

reason, the Leigh Day law firm filed a class action suit against Uber on the behalf of 

25 members of the General , Municipal , Boilermakers and Allied Trade Union  (GMB), 

the union that took charge of the legal expenses in which initially Farrar and Asla m 

also participated. Following, the latter went on with a new union, the Independent 

Workers Union of Great Britain  (IWGB) 113. Justice has recognised non only that Uber 

drivers are actual employees, but also that they have the right to minimum wage 

and paid leave, despite not providing them with any legal protection in case of 

illegitimate dismissal (protection that instead employees have) 114.  

Waiting for the verdict in England, the ones questioning Uber are not only US and 

British drivers, this kind of trials  being now witnessed in the entire European 

continent and even beyond.  

In Spain, in 2014, an organisation of professional taxi drivers appealed to the 

=ǍɶǪǸȺɐɅǍ ǪɐɃɃǸɶǪȡǍȺ Ǫɐʔɶʌ ʌɐ ǱǸɅɐʔɅǪǸ ĆǩǸɶ ñʳɾʌǸɃ ñɳǍȡɅẏɾ ʔɅȒǍȡɶ ǪɐɃɳǸʌȡʌȡɐɅṣ 

The Spanish judge basicall y asked whether Uber ẏɾ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌȡǸɾ ǍɶǸ ʭȡʌțȡɅ ʌțǸ ɾǪɐɳǸ ɐȒ 

the 2006/12 and 2000/31 EU Directives and the measures of the FEU Treaty 

concerning the freedom to provide services. The Spanish judge, in addition to calling 

in the European Court of Justice for th e aforementioned rulings, raised the issue of 

the compatibility between national transport legislation and European rules on the 

freedom of competition in terms of electronic commerce. In December, 2017 the 

MʔɶɐɳǸǍɅ >ɐʔɶʌ ɐȒ ¦ʔɾʌȡǪǸ ɶʔȺǸǱ ʌțǍʌ ẌȡɅʌǸɶɃǸǱȡǍʌion service must be regarded as 

                                                        
112 In London there are about 50.000 drivers who use Uber apps and about 80 percent of them have a 
self -employed status.  
113 IWGB is  a community based trade union that operates in various sectors, including cleaning and 
home delivery, and which works to give representativeness to precarious, low -paid workers and 
immigrants who did not find representation in traditional unions.  
114 See: http://www.bbc.com/news/business -41940018  

http://www.bbc.com/news/business-41940018
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forming an integral part of an overall service whose main component is a transport 

ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸ ǍɅǱṞ ǍǪǪɐɶǱȡɅȓȺʳṞ Ƀʔɾʌ ǩǸ ǪȺǍɾɾȡȒȡǸǱ Ʌɐʌ Ǎɾ ẎǍɅ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ ɾɐǪȡǸʌʳ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸẏ ǩʔʌ 

ɾ ẎǍ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ȒȡǸȺǱ ɐȒ ʌɶǍɅɾɳɐɶʌẏ115. 

 

In this s entence, the Court of Justice (clause 34) has recognised that the European 

directive on electronic commerce does not apply to this service, in accordance with 

the existing European directives on internal trade 116, underlining that Uber ẏɾ ǪɐɅʌɶɐȺ 

over drivers  is not exercised in the context of an employer/employee relationship, 

but in that of a relationship based on indirect control based on financial incentives. 

This control enables a work management that is as efficient as, if not even more 

effective than, t he one based on the formal instructions given by an employer to his 

employees 117.   

In Italy, the sentence of the European Court of Justice is in line with the two 

sentences of the Court of Milan (May 2015 and June 2015) that had demanded the 

closure of Uber  Pop  for unfair competition to taxi drivers. A conviction added to the 

block of the classic service of Uber Black  (the one with driver), also imposed in 2015. 

After a series of judicial events, the organisations of taxi drivers succeeded in 

obtaining in Ap ril 2017 that the services offered by the Uber Italy group  would be 

obscured 118. Following this, the Court of Rome appealed against this sentence, 

leaving the platform active until the final verdict.  

As far France is concerned, in 2016 the authorities reject ed the civil action filed by the 

National Union of taxi drivers and the taxi drivers' unions in Marseille and in 

Provence for illegal taxi service activities. In 2017, a controversy was opened by the 

Uber ǪɐȺȺǍǩɐɶǍʌɐɶɾ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸȡɶ ɶǸǪɐȓɅȡʌȡɐɅ Ǎɾ ẎǸɃɳȺɐʳǸǱ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾẏṞ Ǎ ǪɐɅʌɶɐʬǸɶɾʳ ʌțǍʌ 

                                                        
115See: https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1 -wpengine.netdna -ssl.com/wp -content/uploads/2017/12/uber -ecj -
press -release.pdf  
116 European directives 2006/123 / CE and 2000/31 / EC already mentioned.  
117 See: 
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf;jsessionid=9ea7d2dc30dd65926d2882db4fa8b0609
0dca25eaaea.e34KaxiLc3qMb40Rch0SaxyOa390?text=&docid=190593&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mod
e=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=562047   
118 Uber Black, Uber -Lux, Uber -Suv, Uber -X, Uber -XL, Uber Select, Uber -Va . 

https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/uber-ecj-press-release.pdf
https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/uber-ecj-press-release.pdf
https://g8fip1kplyr33r3krz5b97d1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/uber-ecj-press-release.pdf
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf%25253Bjsessionid=9ea7d2dc30dd65926d2882db4fa8b06090dca25eaaea.e34KaxiLc3qMb40Rch0SaxyOa390?text=&docid=190593&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=562047
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf%25253Bjsessionid=9ea7d2dc30dd65926d2882db4fa8b06090dca25eaaea.e34KaxiLc3qMb40Rch0SaxyOa390?text=&docid=190593&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=562047
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf%25253Bjsessionid=9ea7d2dc30dd65926d2882db4fa8b06090dca25eaaea.e34KaxiLc3qMb40Rch0SaxyOa390?text=&docid=190593&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=lst&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=562047
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ended with the expansion of social protection to approximately 28.000 Uber drivers 

in France 119. 

 

Unionising platform workers  

If justice is one of the fundamental tools against the ambivalence of the platforms, it 

is necessary to u nderline that a decisive role in this process is linked to a renewal of 

the trade unions and to new forms and strategies for organising workers. Often, as in 

the case of Uber in England, they are trade unions set up precisely in order to face 

the new chall enges of platform economy, as in the case of the IWGB union. The 

IWGB is, indeed, a community -based trade union set up to give representativeness 

to precarious and poorly paid workers, as well as immigrants who were not able to 

find any representativeness in traditional unions. This trade union, after the victory 

concerning the recognition obtained for Uber drivers, has delayed the lawsuit of the 

Deliveroo workers, demanding the recognition of the status of workers for them as 

well. At the moment, the Centr al Arbitration Committee has rejected the demands 

of Deliveroo ẏɾ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾṞ ǪɐɅɾȡǱǸɶȡɅȓ ʌțǸɃ ɾǸȺȒ-employed, but the legal developments 

of this decision (Johnston and Land -Kazlauskas 2018: 11) are still awaited.  

If the IWGB union in England is very combative,  in Germany the one providing 

platform workers with legal representation is the IG Metal union . At the moment,  IG 

Metal  offers legal assistance through the CrowdWork.org project to which all 

platform economy workers can apply. In other European countries, including Italy, 

however, there is a sort of slowness among traditional trade unions in defending 

ǱȡȓȡʌǍȺ ȺǍǩɐʔɶǸɶɾẏ ȡɅʌǸɶǸɾʌɾṞ Ǎ ȺǍǪȶṞ ǍɃɐɅȓ ɐʌțǸɶ ʌțȡɅȓɾṞ ʭȡʌɅǸɾɾǸǱ ǩʳ Ǎ 

disillusionment, especially felt by millennials, towards traditional trade unions. Ev en 

the largest Swedish union, Unionen , although the number of workers is still relatively 

small, has been activated through the FairCrowd.work project , at the beginning to 

provide insurance coverage to all gig economy workers. Although in Sweden the 

number  of digital labourers is relatively small, the Unionen  has decided to play a 

decisive role in establishing collective negotiations for platform workers (Ibidem: 9).  

                                                        
119 French legislation makes the use of the class action particularly complex and difficult to implement. 
See also: https://www.latribune.fr/entreprises -finance/services/transport -logistique/uber -debarque -
dans -trois -villes -du -sud -de -la-france -790614.html   

https://www.latribune.fr/entreprises-finance/services/transport-logistique/uber-debarque-dans-trois-villes-du-sud-de-la-france-790614.html
https://www.latribune.fr/entreprises-finance/services/transport-logistique/uber-debarque-dans-trois-villes-du-sud-de-la-france-790614.html
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In Italy, an important role for the recognition of riders as employees, during the 

debate o n the national collective labour agreement for logistics workers, was played 

ɳɶǸǪȡɾǸȺʳ ǩʳ ɃɐʬǸɃǸɅʌɾ ẎȒɶɐɃ ʌțǸ ǩɐʌʌɐɃ-ʔɳẏ ɾʔǪț Ǎɾ ʌțǸ éȡǱǸɶɾ ĆɅȡɐɅ =ɐȺɐȓɅǍ120. 

 

Umbrella Company  

Therefore, waiting for the final sentences by the British Supreme Court concerning  

Uber and Deliveroo , an alternative to these forms of informal contracts can be found 

in the United Kingdom: Umbrella company. The Umbrella Company is a 

compromise solution that has spread in the UK since 1999, when the British 

government introduced the so -ǪǍȺȺǸǱ Ẏuéᶱᶳẏ ɶʔȺǸɾṣ !Ʌ ĆɃǩɶǸȺȺǍ >ɐɃɳǍɅʳ ȡɾ Ǎ 

company that offers a work relationship, even in a subordinate form, to substantially 

self -employed workers who already have their own client base (requesters) or who 

are able to get in touch with different co mpanies through digital platform 

intermediation. An Umbrella Company, if compared to one -to -one negotiations, 

offers more protections in terms of wages and social security coverage (Eurofound 

2015 :118-120). 

 

Online forums and strikes  

An additional form of  voice that is spreading is the proliferation of online forums, 

where the workers of the various platforms discuss working conditions, the quality of 

the various re -questors and how to arrange further forms of organization.  

 Other forms of mobilisation are  represented by the classic strike consisting in not 

providing the service: this type of strike mainly involves the platform deliverers, as in 

the case of Foodora in Italy. These workers started striking when they went from 

being paid per -ride to being pai d per piece, in line with what has been previously 

said 121. These kinds of protests can be found in every country where the platforms are 

present.  

                                                        
120 Bonaddio D. (2018), Riderṹ ʌɶɐʬǍʌɐ ȺậǍǪǪɐɶǱɐṸ ʌʔʌǸȺǸ Ǹ Ʌɐʬȡʌǟ ǱǍȺ >>¸¬ ¬ɐȓȡɾʌȡǪǍ Ǹ ÿɶǍɾɳɐɶʌȡṹ Lavoro e 
diritti. URL: https://www.lavoroediritti.com/ccnl/rider -ccnl -logistica -e-trasporti  
 
121 Acco rding to a Foodora rider, the price for each ride was 5.40 euros, an amount that with the 
piecework contract became of 2.70 euros. See: Alfé C. (2016), Cosa sappiamo finora della protesta 

https://www.lavoroediritti.com/ccnl/rider-ccnl-logistica-e-trasporti
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!ɾ ʭǸ ʭȡȺȺ ɾǸǸ ȡɅ ɃɐɶǸ ȡɅ ǱǸʌǍȡȺ ȡɅ ɳǍɶʌ ᶰṣᶱṣᶱṣṞ ǍɅɐʌțǸɶ ǍȺʌǸɶɅǍʌȡʬǸ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ẎʔǩǸɶȡɾǍʌȡɐɅẏ ɐȒ 

the economy is th e spread of the platform cooperatives which, on the basis of the 

values of the historical cooperativism, enable workers to create alternatives to the 

model of capitalist platforms.  

 

 

2.2.3. Movements against Amazon and the use of data as a 
neo -Tayloristi c tool to control work  
 

Once taken off the work suits characterising the Fordist model, the platforms 

workers can now be found in increasingly fragmented activities, where the added 

value is lower and lower and their interchangeability is extreme. A divisi on of labour 

based on the hybrid man -machine, where the machine is no longer a mere aid to 

human labour but becomes an integral part of it. It is no coincidence that in the 

description that accompanies the licence application for Amazon Mechanical Turk  

(AM T) they mentioned a 'hybrid machine/human computing arrangement' 122. 

ÿțǸ ʭɐɶȶ ɐȒ ʌțǸ Ẏÿʔɶȶɾẏ ǩɶȡɅȓɾ ǩǍǪȶ ǍȓǍȡɅ ʌțǸ ǸɃɳȺɐʳɃǸɅʌ ʌʳɳǸ ɐȒ ɳȡǸǪǸʭɐɶȶṞ 

involving repetitive and unpaid tasks (see paragraph 1.3) that are remotely controlled 

by the algorithms, and thi s does not only concern AMT . Just think of how Upwork  

controls its workers through Work Diary , a specific application enabling the 

requesters to check if the crowd workers are engaged in their activity or not through 

screenshots of the computers on which t hey are working. And if this is not the case, 

there are penalties such as fines and reduction in the gains. Despite these 

conditions, at least Upwork guarantees the payment of the activity carried out, while 

Amazon allows those who made the order not to pa ʳ Ȓɐɶ ʌțǸ ẎʔȺʌȡɃǍʌǸ ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌẏ ȡȒ 

they are not satisfied with it.  

ÿțǸ ǪǍɾǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ Ẏÿʔɶȶɾẏ ǩǸǪɐɃǸɾ ʭǸȺȺ-known in 2014, when the AMT workers gave life 

to a collective action asking for the payment of salaries and better working 

conditions. So, they decided to send an email directly to Amazon ẏɾ ǩɐɾɾ ¦ǸȒȒ =Ǹʽɐɾṣ 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
contro Foodora , Dissapore, 12/10/16. URL: https://www.dissapore.com/ristoranti/torino -foodora -protesta -
rider/ . 
122See: 
http://patft.uspto.gov/netacgi/nphParser?Sect1=PTO1&Sect2=HITOFF&d=PALL&p=1&u=%2Fnetahtml%2F
PTO%2Fsrchnum.htm&r=1&f=G&l= 50&s1=7,197,459.PN.&OS=PN/7,197,459 & RS = PN / 7,197,459    

https://www.dissapore.com/ristoranti/torino-foodora-protesta-rider/
https://www.dissapore.com/ristoranti/torino-foodora-protesta-rider/
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Following this email, one of his crowd workers, Manish Bhatia, fascinated by the idea 

of being part of this hybrid man -machine model, received a reply from Jeff Bezos 

himself, promising to solve the probl ems he had underlined.  

All this starts when a group of academics, joining all the AMT workers, created We 

Are Dynamo , a platform that enables the Turks to exchange news and organise 

through forums that led to the success of Bhatia and his colleagues. This step 

marked an important victory for the movement of the AMT workers, partly because 

it succeeded in the difficult task of organising the various crowd workers located 

around the world (Salhei  et al . 2015). The success achieved by Dynamo  was however 

limite d because AMT, in order to avoid an expansion of the movement, put in place a 

number of procedures, preventing Dynamo  from continuing its trade union activity.  

After this failure, the AMT crowd workers continued to organise themselves through 

public forums  where the Turks exchange information using the same principle as 

the consumer rating, used by the Turks to give information on the quality of the 

client. Of course, there are still many Turks who are forced to accept jobs even from 

clients who are not cla ssified or who do not have a very good reputation, but a first 

step towards self -organisation is now evident and enables the workers to avoid 

excessive and unpaid workloads.  

Following these experiences, activists and academic researchers have created 

anoth er initiative to be attentively followed, like that of the Daemo . Daemo  is a 

platform developed within the Crowd Research Collective of Stanford, which aims to 

ȓȡʬǸ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ɃǍɅʳ ǪɶɐʭǱ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾ ȡʌɾ ɐʭɅ ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃ ǩǍɾǸǱ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɳɶȡɅǪȡɳȺǸṝ Ẍ! 

crowdsourcing platfor Ƀ ȓɐʬǸɶɅǸǱ ǩʳ ȡʌɾ ʔɾǸɶɾṝ ʳɐʔẍ123. Several researchers and 

activists contributed to this project, among them the researcher Michael Bernstein 

(who had participated in Dynamo ), Lilly Irani of UC and Kristy Milland, long -time 

turker and community manager of the  TurkerNation forum.  

Although the activities that are profitable for Amazon are now more and more 

intangible, like the Cloud computing service (for a detailed explanation see section 

1.3), selling goods still represents an important part of its activity, a lso taking into 

ǍǪǪɐʔɅʌ ʌțǸ ʬǍɶȡɐʔɾ ǍǪɵʔȡɾȡʌȡɐɅɾ ǩɶɐʔȓțʌ ʌɐ ǍɅǱ ǸɅǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ =Ǹʽɐɾẏ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳṞ ȺȡȶǸ 

                                                        
123 See: https://www.daemo.org/home   

https://www.daemo.org/home
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that of Whole Foods  supermarkets. Goods that, from the moment of the click by 

which one buys them online at the lowest possible price to when they are delivered  

to the costumer, go through a number of activities in which the logistics sector plays 

a fundamental role in getting the product received at the lowest price possible in 

front of the consumer's front door.  

With narrow timings for each single operation, al l movements, including those for 

the breaks that employees at various Amazon stores around the world must have, 

are recorded through devices that are then analysed in order to increase even more 

the neo -tayloristic division of labour (at least until the wo rkers - in a future that is not 

too far, as Uber ẏɾ ȓʔɶʔṞ ©ǍȺǍɅȡǪȶṞ ʭȡɾțǸɾ - will be largely replaced by Artificial 

Intelligence, robots and drones that deliver goods).  

Thus, the data collected by the new technologies make possible what the old 

industrial e nterprise was not able to realise. A total control over the working time 

and the perfect interchangeability of workers, being them either spending plenty of 

time behind a screen for Amazon Mechanical Turk  or responsible for Amazon 

delivery (or any other ca pitalist platform in the industry) 124. In this long chain, 

working conditions are considered by workers as heavy and exhausting, until they 

are pushed towards their physical limit (Peterson 2018a). This aspect does not only 

concern workers directly employed by Amazon, but also those outside the platform 

organisation chart. An example of this is represented by the logistics workers with 

whom temporary agencies provide Amazon , often adopting contracts that do not 

respect the conditions described in the national  collective labour agreement (as far 

as the minimum hourly wage is concerned, see: Sainato 2018). Often also using those 

cooperative enterprises, which instead of guaranteeing and protecting the workers, 

have become useful tools to contain transport costs for Amazon , betraying to the 

values of the historical cooperativism 125ṣ ñɐɃǸ ǱɶȡʬǸɶɾ ɾǍʳ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸʳ Ƀʔɾʌ ẎɳǸɶȒɐɶɃẏ Ǎʌ 

                                                        
124 Bezos, in a letter sent to shareholders, revealed that the prime clients who pay $ 99 a year to receive 
certain products for free in two days and on the same day through Prime Now are around 100 million, 
while the parcels delivered in 2017 exceeded 5 billions. With the introduction of the Prime program, 
Amazon aimed to encourage customer loyalty, and this also marke d Amazon 's entry into the consumer 
loan sector. See: http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazon -prime -member -numbers -revealed -2018-4  
125 See also: Del Vecchio G., C arella N. (2017), Germania, successo delle proteste contro Amazon,  25/11/17, 
Dynamopress. URL: https://www.dinamopress.it/news/germania -successo -delle -proteste -amazo n/  
 

http://www.businessinsider.fr/us/amazon-prime-member-numbers-revealed-2018-4
https://www.dinamopress.it/news/germania-successo-delle-proteste-amazon/
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least 200 deliveries per day, a number that can considerably increase during certain 

periods of the year, such as in the case of holidays (Mo retti 2017).  

The delivery staff are constantly monitored by Amazon through various tools, among 

which we highlight the handheld package scanners. These tools, nicknamed 

ẎɶǍǩǩȡʌɾẏṞ ǸɅǍǩȺǸ Amazon  to check the position of drivers and customers to check the 

or der delivery status through the Map tracking application that Amazon  provides 

them with (see Peterson 2018). In this way, Amazon , in addition to the omnipresent 

control of the algorithm, externalises part of the control that is thus gratuitously 

carried ou t by customers (in line with what was said in this report on digital labour) 

through the evaluation mechanism used by all capitalists platforms.  

 

From the power of the consumer to data control  

When it comes to reputation value (rating), we mean the evaluat ion carried out on 

applications by end users on the quality of the different services offered by the 

various providers, being them Uber  drivers, owners of accommodation they found 

on Airbnb  or Amazon  drivers. This is an evaluation tool that has little to d o with the 

vaunted power of consumers but that, on the contrary, is problematic for two 

reasons:  

1) The system of assessments sent via app and readable by anyone, instead of 

offering a democratic and transparent tool concerning the quality of service and o f 

the activity carried out, has a negative impact on those who perform a given service, 

as a Uber driver or a cleaner that we can find on UpWork . Through the system of 

ɶǸɳʔʌǍʌȡɐɅ ʬǍȺʔǸṞ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȶǸɶẏɾ ɳɐɾɾȡǩȡȺȡʌʳ ʌɐ ʭɐɶȶ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ȒʔʌʔɶǸ ȡɾ ǸʲǪȺʔɾȡʬǸȺʳ 

determin ed by a judgment that is biased and may depend on various factors that 

have little or nothing to do with the activity or service offered.  

2) The second reason, closely related to the first, consists in the fact that, in this way, 

the customers themselves o ffer a free amount of data that the various providers can 

use to safeguard and increase their turnover.  

What is sure is that, going back to the logistics workers, working conditions are 

becoming stricter and stricter. In several countries, an attempt was m ade to find an 

agreement to improve working conditions through union activities that have not 

been very successful. Faced with this situation, Amazon ẏɾ ȺɐȓȡɾʌȡǪɾ ʭɐɶȶǸɶɾ ȡɅ ɐɶǱǸɶ 
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to raise public awareness on this dynamics have started a number of strikes, in 

Amazon's logistics chains in Italy and Germany. Workers in these countries called a 

ɾʌɶȡȶǸ ɐɅ ᶰᶲʌț ¸ɐʬǸɃǩǸɶ ᶰᶮᶯᶵṞ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ǱǍʳ ɐȒ Ẏ=ȺǍǪȶ fɶȡǱǍʳẏṞ ʌɶʳȡɅȓ ʌɐ ǩɐʳǪɐʌʌ ɾǍȺǸɾ ɐɅ 

the day when globally, many shopping giants such as Amazon offer the biggest 

disco unts on products, Christmas being in sight. This transnational strike was one of 

the first ones marking platform capitalism, despite not having the success that was 

hoped, partly linked to the use of temporary workers called by the e -commerce 

multinational  in order to replace the workers on strike. One aspect, that of 

temporary work, which, together with the fiscal issue, accompanies the 

development of capitalist platforms. However, Amazon  workers have continued to 

organise new strikes. The latest in the ne ws was the one held on 17th July, which 

involved several European countries such as Germany, Spain and Poland, for the 

Prime Day, the day when Amazon provides promotions and discounts. In Germany 

the strike - in which different unions participated - was ac companied by the 

Ẏ!ɃǍʽɐɅɾʌɶȡȶǸẏ țǍɾțʌǍȓṞ ʭțȡǪț ɾɳɶǸǍǱ ʌțɶɐʔȓț Twitter ǍɅǱ ʭǍɾ ẎɶǸ-ȺǍʔɅǪțǸǱẏ ȡɅ 

different languages, leading people to show their solidarity on various social 

networks and media. In addition to the issue concerning better working conditions,  

there was also the desire to spread a greater awareness among consumers. The 

same aim, as we will see further on, that accompanied the founders of the first 

ǪɐɅɾʔɃǸɶɾẏ ǪɐɐɳǸɶǍʌȡʬǸ ȡɅ éɐǪțǱǍȺǸṞ ʌɐǱǍʳ ȡɅɾɳȡɶȡɅȓ ʌțǸ gǸɶɃǍɅ Fairmondo  

platform.  

 

2.2.4. Strengt ț ǍɅǱ ǍɃǩȡȓʔȡʌʳ ɐȒ ẬɶǸɾȡɾʌǍɅǪǸ ɳɶǍǪʌȡǪǸɾậ ǍɅǱ 
ẬǪɐʔɅʌǸɶ ǪɐɅǱʔǪʌɾậṸ EǍɶȶɅǸʌṹ ÿɐɶṹ ǍɅǱ ǍǱ ǩȺɐǪȶǸɶɾ126 
 
To properly broach the first two subjects under analysis ( Darknet  and Tor ), it is 

necessary to make some preliminary clarifications. The first one concerns th e 

distinction between Surface  Web  and Deep  Web . As explained the computer 

scientist (Bergman 2001) credited with coining the term, the Deep Web is the 

portion of the World Wide Web (which in turn is just one of the ways to access 

                                                        
126 Written by  Rocchi G.  
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information over the mediu m of the Internet 127) that, contrary to the Surface  Web , 

has not been crawled and indexed by standard search engines, an operation that 

requires a page to be static and linked to other pages. On the contrary, Deep  Web  

content is presented dynamically in resp onse to a custom query directed at 

individual websites, but it is still accessible through standard Web browsers ( Ibidem ). 

The Deep  Web  consists of two categories of data, the first one made up of password 

and paywall -protected data (like banking accounts,  Twitter  or Facebook  posts, 

online medical files etc.) whose access is legally protected, while the second is larger 

and comprised high -quality topical databases, large internal site documents and 

archived publications, which can be either pay -to -use/subsc ription -based or publicly 

available. « For most users, they may be interacting with part of the Deep Web 

regularly, but they may be not aware of it. For example, the directory of the US 

Library of Congress (www.loc.gov) is an online database that resides o n the Deep 

Web » (Sui et al.  2015: 8). As early as 2001, it was estimated that the Surface  Web  

contained nineteen terabytes of information compared to the 7,500 terabytes of 

information in the Deep  Web , whose 95 per cent consisted of publicly accessible 

content (not subjected to fees or subscriptions) (Bergman 2001). The Dark  Web  is 

instead a subset of the Deep  Web  that has been intentionally hidden and can only 

be accessed by specialized software. The Dark  Web  is therefore the World Wide 

Web of darknets , which collectively form the so called Darknet , defined as a « 

decentralized distributed network (lacking a central index) that incorporate privacy, 

security (encryption), and user anonymity features, with the primary purpose of 

sharing information with trus ted members » (Wood 2010: 18).  

As we will soon see, the Tor  ṵǍǪɶɐɅʳɃ Ȓɐɶ ẎThe Onion Routing ẏṶ ɳɶɐȲǸǪʌṞ ǩǸɾȡǱǸɾ 

maintaining code that allows anyone to create anonymous Darknet  websites (the so 

ǪǍȺȺǸǱ Ẏÿɐɶ oȡǱǱǸɅ ñǸɶʬȡǪǸɾẏ128Ṟ ɃǍɶȶǸǱ ǩʳ ʌțǸ ẎṣɐɅȡɐɅẏ ǱɐɃǍȡɅ ǍɅd running on server 

whose IP addresses are hidden to the visiting client and vice versa), provides for the 

up to now most widespread client -ɾȡǱǸẏɾ free software  and anonymity open network, 

whose main goal is to protect its users against a common form of In ternet 

                                                        
127 While the Web uses the Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP) to transfer Web pages from a  server  to a 
user's browser, the Internet is also used, for instance, for email  (which relies on  Simple Mail Transfer 
Protocol), USENET news groups  (which uses Network News Transfer Protocol), and for FTP (based on 
Transmission Control Protocol).  
128 See: https://www.torproject.org/docs/tor -onion -service.html.en   

https://www.torproject.org/docs/tor-onion-service.html.en
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ɾʔɶʬǸȡȺȺǍɅǪǸ ȶɅɐʭɅ Ǎɾ ẎʌɶǍȒȒȡǪ ǍɅǍȺʳɾȡɾẏ ṵoɐɐȶɾ ǍɅǱ ¶ȡȺǸɾ ᶰᶮᶮᶴṶṞ ʭțȡǪț ǍȺȺɐʭɾ ǪʳǩǸɶ-

attackers to infer who is talking to whom over a public network by combing four 

ɾɐʔɶǪǸɾ ɐȒ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅṝ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌʳ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɾǸɅǱǸɶẏɾ ǸɅǱṞ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌʳ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ɶǸǪǸȡʬǸɶẏɾ ǸɅǱṞ the 

actual data sent and the actual data received ( Ibidem ). Other measures, imposed by 

courts and Internet service providers with the aim of quelling the distribution of 

copyrighted or illegal materials but impacting privacy and net neutrality, are filter ing  

ṵʭțɐɾǸ ȡɅʌɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅ ȺȡɅǸɾ ʔɳ ʭȡʌț ʌțǸ ɾɳǍʌǸ ɐȒ ȺȡʌȡȓǍʌȡɐɅɾ ǩʳ ɃǍȲɐɶ ɶǸǪɐɶǱȡɅȓ ȺǍǩǸȺɾẏ 

firms against file hosting companies) and traffic shaping  (which entails prioritizing 

certain traffic flows over other traffic whose potential loss is less disadvanta geous) 

ṵ¶Ǫ¶ǍɅǍɃɐɅ ǍɅǱ ¶ʌǸɅʽȡ ᶰᶮᶯᶮṶṣ ÿțǸ ʌǸɶɃ ẎDarknet ẏ ʭǍɾ ɐɶȡȓȡɅǍȺȺʳ ǪɐȡɅǸǱ ȡɅ ʌțǸ 

1970s to designate networks which, for security purposes, were isolated from US 

EǸȒǸɅɾǸ !ǱʬǍɅǪǸǱ éǸɾǸǍɶǪț æɶɐȲǸǪʌɾ !ȓǸɅǪʳ ṵE!éæ!Ṷẏɾ !éæ!¸MÿṞ ʌțǸ ɾɐ ʌɐ ɾɳǸǍȶ 

embryonic form from which the Internet was born in 1983 129. The terminology did not 

gain public diffusion until 2001, following the publication of an article by four 

¶ȡǪɶɐɾɐȒʌ ɾǸǪʔɶȡʌʳ ǸɅȓȡɅǸǸɶɾ ǸɅʌȡʌȺǸǱ ẎÿțǸ EǍɶȶɅǸʌ ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ fʔʌʔɶǸ ɐȒ >ɐɅʌǸɅʌ 

EȡɾʌɶȡǩʔʌȡɐɅẏ ṵ=ȡǱǱȺǸ et al.  2002), which concluded that there were « no technical 

impediments to Darknet -based peer -to -peer file sharing technologies growing in 

convenience, aggregate bandwidth and efficiency » (Ibidem : 171). When, two years 

later, Tor  was finally ready for deployment  and its design paper (Dingledine et al.  

2004) was presented at the 13th  USENIX Security  Symposium in Washington D.C. 

ǍɅǱ ʌțǸ ẎHidden Services ẏ ȒǸǍʌʔɶǸ ʭǍɾ ǍǱǱǸǱṞ Darknet -based technologies became 

ǍǪǪǸɾɾȡǩȺǸ ʌɐ ʌțǸ ɳɐɳʔȺǍʌȡɐɅ Ǎʌ ȺǍɶȓǸṣ =ʔʌ ȺǸʌẏɾ ʌǍȶǸ ɾɐɃǸ steps backward. Tor  is an 

implementation of the so -called Onion  Routing  technology, a scheme for 

anonymous communication over a computer network of connected servers/nodes 

ṵǪǍȺȺǸǱ ẎɐɅȡɐɅ ɶɐʔʌǸɶɾẏṶ ʭțɐɾǸ ʌɶǍɅɾɃȡʌʌǸǱ ɃǸɾɾǍȓǸɾ ǍɶǸ ǸɅǪǍɳɾʔȺǍʌǸǱ ȡɅ ȺǍʳǸɶɾ ɐȒ 

en cryption, analogous to layers of an onion: the encrypted message hops randomly 

ȒɶɐɃ ɐɅǸ ɾǸɶʬǸɶ ʌɐ ǍɅɐʌțǸɶṞ ǸǍǪț ɐȒ ʭțȡǪț ẎɳǸǸȺɾẏ Ǎ ɾȡɅȓȺǸ ȺǍʳǸɶ ɐȒ ǸɅǪɶʳɳʌȡɐɅṞ ʌțʔɾ 

discovering the next destination and leaving the client anonymous, because each 

node along t he way knows only which node gave it data and which one it is giving 

                                                        
129 WayBa ck Machine (2015), Darknet . URL: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20150325025545/http:/darknet.se/about -darknet/   

https://web.archive.org/web/20150325025545/http:/darknet.se/about-darknet/
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data to 130. Not surprisingly, early development of the technology, which began in the 

mid -1990s, was spearheaded by three military mathematicians and computer 

systems researchers Paul Syver son, Michael Reed and David Goldschlag, working for 

the Naval Research Laboratory and funded by the Office of Naval Research (ONR) 

and DARPA. The original goal of Onion  Routing  ʭǍɾɅẏʌ ʌɐ ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌ ɳɶȡʬǍǪʳṞ ǩʔʌ ɶǍʌțǸɶ 

to allow intelligence and military forces  to work online undercover, without fear of 

ǩǸȡɅȓ ǱȡɾǪɐʬǸɶǸǱṝ Ẍ¸ɐʌ țǸȺɳȡɅȓ ǱȡɾɾȡǱǸɅʌɾ ȡɅ ɶǸɳɶǸɾɾȡʬǸ ǪɐʔɅʌɶȡǸɾṣ ¸ɐʌ ǍɾɾȡɾʌȡɅȓ 

criminals in covering their electronic tracks. Not helping bit -torrent users avoid 

¶æ!!ṩéu!! ɳɶɐɾǸǪʔʌȡɐɅṣ ṳṟṴṳ=ʔʌṴ ȡȒ ʌțɐɾǸ ʔɾǸɾ ʭǸre going to give us more cover 

ʌɶǍȒȒȡǪ ʌɐ ǩǸʌʌǸɶ țȡǱǸ ʭțǍʌ ʭǸ ʭǍɅʌǸǱ ʌɐ ʔɾǸ ʌțǸ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ȒɐɶṞ ǍȺȺ ʌțǸ ǩǸʌʌǸɶẍ131. In 2002 

the project moved into a different phase, with the coming on board of two MIT -

educated computer scientists Roger Dingledine and  Nick Math ewson. Together with 

Paul Syverson, they worked on a newer version of Onion Routing until October 2003, 

when Torẏɾ ǪɐǱǸ ʭǍɾ ɶǸȺǸǍɾǸǱ ʔɅǱǸɶ ʌțǸ ȒɶǸǸ ǍɅǱ ɐɳǸɅ ¶uÿ ȺȡǪǸɅɾǸṞ ʌțǸ 

U. Naval  Research Lab cut most of its funding and the Electronic Frontier 

Foundati on replaced it until 2005. From that year ahead, the Tor  project , presently 

consisting of  thousands  of volunteer -run nodes and  millions  of daily users, has still 

received substantial funding tranches from US government sources (such as the 

Pentagon and div ǸɶɾǸ >u!ẏɾ ɾɳȡɅ-offs) but also from several foundations as well as 

tens of thousands individual donors 132 and volunteers who make non -financial 

contributions by coding, researching, documenting and, most important of all, 

running the nodes.  

Tools like Tor , which received the 2010 FSF/GNU Project Award for Project of Social 

Benefit 133 Ȓɐɶ ǸɅǍǩȺȡɅȓ ẌɶɐʔȓțȺʳ ᶱᶴ ɃȡȺȺȡɐɅ ɳǸɐɳȺǸ ǍɶɐʔɅǱ ʌțǸ ʭɐɶȺǱ ʌɐ ǸʲɳǸɶȡǸɅǪǸ 

freedom of access and expression on the Internet while keeping them in control of 

their privacy and anonymit ʳẍṞ ɃǍȶǸɾ ȡʌ ɳɐɾɾȡǩȺǸ ǩɐʌț Ȓɐɶ ɐɶǱȡɅǍɶʳ uɅʌǸɶɅǸʌ ʔɾǸɶɾ ʌɐ 

exercise the right to not have their data analysed or processed by any third party and 

to escape government censorship in authoritarian regimes, helping also 

                                                        
130 For a technical explanation of onion routing see Ho oks and Miles (2006), while for a detailed 
description of how Tor  ʭɐɶȶɾ ʳɐʔ ǪǍɅ ʬȡɾȡʌ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐȲǸǪʌẏɾ ɐȒȒȡǪȡǍȺ ʭǸǩɾȡʌǸṝ https://www.torproject.org/   
131 Michael Reed (2011), [tor -talk] Iran cracks down on web diss ident technology , Evernote, 22/03/11. URL: 
https://www.evernote.com/shard/s1/sh/96791ee9 -98d5 -44a0 -b0a9 -
c2a5b3b6ec31/72b5e811351968 15a23eb969d080ddf0   
132 See: https://www.torproject.org/about/sponsors.html.en   
133 See: https://www.fsf.org/ne ws/2010 -free -software -awards -announced   

https://www.torproject.org/
https://www.evernote.com/shard/s1/sh/96791ee9-98d5-44a0-b0a9-c2a5b3b6ec31/72b5e81135196815a23eb969d080ddf0
https://www.evernote.com/shard/s1/sh/96791ee9-98d5-44a0-b0a9-c2a5b3b6ec31/72b5e81135196815a23eb969d080ddf0
https://www.torproject.org/about/sponsors.html.en
https://www.fsf.org/news/2010-free-software-awards-announced
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whistleblowers, journalists, bloggers, a nd especially human rights activists to 

connect and communicate without fear of being persecuted or imprisoned. 

However, there are also those who take advantage of this online anonymity to use 

the Dark  Web  for illegal activities, such as weapons traffickin g, terrorism, and illegal 

financial transactions (Chertoff and Simon 2015). Silk Road , an online cryptocurrency 

marketplace created in 2011 and in every way resembling eBay  or Amazon  but for 

the purchase of illegal drugs, combined technologies used to hide  internet user 

activities (i.e. Tor ) and technologies that allowed individuals to make purchases with 

a digital, non -identity -carrying form of cash (i.e. Bitcoin ) (Barratt and Aldridge 2016).  

 

!ɅɐʌțǸɶ ẎǪɐʔɅʌǸɶ-ǪɐɅǱʔǪʌẏ Ʌɐʌ ǸɅʌȡɶǸȺʳ ǸʲǪǸɳʌȡɐɅǍǩȺǸ ȒɶɐɃ Ǫɶȡʌicisms and 

shortcomings is that of ad blocking software, which are challenging the 

sustainability of the major business model on the Internet (i.e. online advertising), to 

ʌțǸ ɳɐȡɅʌ ʌțǍʌ uɅʌǸɶǍǪʌȡʬǸ !ǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓ =ʔɶǸǍʔẏɾ >MÃ țǍɾ ɶǸǪǸɅʌȺʳ ǪțǍɶǍǪʌǸɶȡʽǸǱ 

Adblo ck  Plus  (one of the most popular add -ɐɅṶ Ǎɾ ǍɅ ẌǸʲʌɐɶʌȡɐɅ-ǩǍɾǸǱ ǩʔɾȡɅǸɾɾẍ ʌțǍʌ 

forces publishers to share part of their revenue with the company in order to 

whitelist the ads they host 134. Indeed, in 2011, Eyeo  (Adblock  Plusẏ ɳǍɶǸɅʌ ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳṶ 

started a progra Ƀ ǪǍȺȺǸǱ ʌțǸ ẎAccettable Ads Initiative ẏ 135, which represents the 

ǪɐɃɳǍɅʳẏɾ ɃǍȡɅ ɾɐʔɶǪǸ ɐȒ ɶǸʬǸɅʔǸṣ ÃɅȺʳ ǍǱɾ ʌțǍʌ ǪɐɃɳȺʳ ʭȡʌț Ǎ ɾǸʌ ɐȒ ǪɶȡʌǸɶȡǍ ṵɅɐʌ 

ǱȡɾɶʔɳʌȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ʔɾǸɶẏɾ ɅǍʌʔɶǍȺ ɶǸǍǱȡɅȓ ȒȺɐʭṞ ǪȺǸǍɶȺʳ ǱȡɾʌȡɅȓʔȡɾțǍǩȺǸ ȒɶɐɃ ʌțǸ ʭǸǩɾȡʌǸẏɾ 

content, and satisfyi ng given size requirements) are whitelisted, namely allowed to 

be shown to users of ad -blocking software. While Eyeoẏɾ ɾǸɶʬȡǪǸɾ ǍɶǸ ɳɶɐʬȡǱǸǱ ȒɶǸǸ ɐȒ 

charge to all other participants (roughly 90 percent), large entities like Google , 

Microsoft , and Amazon  ha ve to pay a licensing fee corresponding to 30 percent of 

the additional revenue created by whitelisting their acceptable ads. With the likely 

intent of discouraging Chrome  users from installing more aggressive ad -blocking 

software, Google  has recently star ted to automatically block intrusive ads (around 1 

percent of all) within its Chrome  browser for desktop and Android 136. Mozilla  had 

                                                        
134 Lardinois F. (2016), Interactive Advertising Bureau CEO: AdBlock Plus is an extortion -based business , 
TechCrunch, 09/05/16. URL: https://techcrunch.com/2016/05/09/interactive -adverting -bureau -ceo -
adblock -plus -is-an -extortion -based -business/   
135 https://acceptableads.com/   
136 Gibbs S. (2018), Google turns on default ad blocker within Chrome , The Guardian, 15/02/18. URL: 
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/feb/15/google -adblocker -chrome -br owser   

https://techcrunch.com/2016/05/09/interactive-adverting-bureau-ceo-adblock-plus-is-an-extortion-based-business/
https://techcrunch.com/2016/05/09/interactive-adverting-bureau-ceo-adblock-plus-is-an-extortion-based-business/
https://acceptableads.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/feb/15/google-adblocker-chrome-browser
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integrated tracking protection back in 2014 137 and Opera  added native ad blocking 

ʌɐ ɾɳǸǸǱ ʔɳ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ǩɶɐʭɾǸɶ ǸʲɳǸɶȡǸɅǪǸɾ ȡɅ ᶰᶮᶯ6138. 

Compared to the Darknet Ṟ ǍǱ ǩȺɐǪȶǸɶɾẏ ǱȡȒȒʔɾȡɐɅ ȡɾ ȒǍɶ ɃɐɶǸ ɶǸǪǸɅʌṝ ʭțȡȺǸṞ Ǎɾ ɐȒ 

January 2010, there were 21 million desktop installations worldwide, in early 2017 

more than 236 million desktop devices had an installed ad blockers (PageFair 2017). 

As shown in Image 2.1, Canada, Denmark, and Indonesia are amongst the countries 

with the highest share of ad block software usage.  

 

 
Image 2.1 : Worldwide ad -block penetration per online capita (December 2016)  

Source : PageFair (2017)  

 

When using an ad blocke r, namely a type of software that is « usually added 

conveniently as an extension to an Internet browser, [to] prevent any ads from 

appearing on the browsed pages » (Despotakis and Kannan 2017: 2), users subscribe 

to one or more manually curated filter lis ts, consisting of tens of thousands of rules 

ʭțȡǪț ǸɾɾǸɅʌȡǍȺȺʳ Ⱥɐɐȶ Ȓɐɶ ȶǸʳʭɐɶǱɾ ȺȡȶǸ ẎǍǱɾẏṞ ẎǩǍɅɅǸɶẏṞ ɐɶ ẎǪȺȡǪȶẏ ȡɅ ʌțǸ Ćé¬ɾ ɳɶǸɾǸɅʌ 

on a Web page: « ÿțǸ ǸʲʌǸɅɾȡɐɅ ɳǸɶȡɐǱȡǪǍȺȺʳ ɶǸʌɶȡǸʬǸɾ ʔɳǱǍʌǸǱ ʬǸɶɾȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ Ⱥȡɾʌɾṹ ẎṺẏ 

                                                        
137 Brinkmann M. (2014), Mozilla launches Tracking Protection feature in Firefox Nightly , ghacks.net, 
10/11/14. URL: https://www.ghac ks.net/2014/11/10/mozilla -launches -tracking -protection -feature -in -firefox -
nightly/   
138 Bolton G. (2016), Opera Web browser introduces built -in ad -blocker , The Independent, 10/03/16. URL: 
https://www.independent.co.uk/life -style/gadgets -and -tech/news/opera -browser -native -ad -blocking -
a6923391.html    

https://www.ghacks.net/2014/11/10/mozilla-launches-tracking-protection-feature-in-firefox-nightly/
https://www.ghacks.net/2014/11/10/mozilla-launches-tracking-protection-feature-in-firefox-nightly/
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/opera-browser-native-ad-blocking-a6923391.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/opera-browser-native-ad-blocking-a6923391.html
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URL filters are applied to every o utgoing request, and requests that match any filter 

are dropped » (Storey et al.  2017: 5).  

Singh and Potdar (2009) explored the main reasons that lead Internet users to 

employ ad blockers. The first one, due to the fact that online advertisements have 

bec ome the prime target of malwares as they provide an efficient way to infect a 

large audience, is security. Along with interruption while surfing the Web, this 

concern was the leading one also in the PageFair report (2017), amounting to the 30 

percent of th Ǹ ɾʔɶʬǸʳẏɾ ɾǍɃɳȺǸṣ ! ɾǸǪɐɅǱ ɶǸǍɾɐɅ ȡɾ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾȡɅȓẏɾ ȡɃɳǍǪʌ ɐɅ ʌțǸ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ 

psychology, on the grounds that « users generally visit a website with the intention 

of getting some useful information but eventually walks away with a part of the 

ǪɐɅʌǸɅʌậ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ ǍɅǱ Ǎ ɳǍɶʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǍǱʬǸɶʌȡɾǸɃǸɅʌậɾ ȡɅȒɐɶɃǍʌȡɐɅ ɃȡʲȡɅȓ ʔɳ ȡɅ 

their minds » (Singh and Potdar 2009: 2). Bandwidth consumption and consequent 

slow website loading time are other motives given for ad block usage. On touch 

screen mobile devices, advertisement s are perceived even more annoying than on 

desktops: several reasons like available screen size, the level of intrusiveness and the 

battery consumption lead users to adopt mobile ad blockers, whose usage overtook 

its desktop counterpart already in mid -2015 (PageFair 2017). The deceptive nature of 

some ads, containing misleading or illegal content but designed in a way to trick 

users into clicking them, is the last reason listed. Curiously, privacy concerns are not 

cited, while they account for the 6 percent  of the PageFair  sample.  

According to PageFair  and Adobe  (2015), the cost of ad blockers for publishers in 

terms of lost revenue was $21.8 billion in 2015. Ad -financed websites have reacted 

with three principal measures (Despotakis and Kannan 2017): the a doption of ad 

block walls, which detect if a visitor is using an ad blocker and refuse to give access 

to him unless he turns it off; the offering of ad -free or ad -light subscription services 

through a paywall; a combination of the two, namely either to dis able the ad blocker 

or pay for the ad -free/light version. Authors underline that these responses are likely 

to fail due to competition reasons: since websites do not generally offer unique 

content, users simply do not waive ad -ǩȺɐǪȶǸɶɾẏ ʔɾǍȓǸ ǍɅǱ Ⱥɐɐȶ Ȓɐɶ similar content 

elsewhere. This is why a number of publishers have embraced technologies not only 

for detecting but also for counter -blocking ad blockers. As a way of example, in 
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August 2016 Facebook  announced 139 an update on its approach to ad blocking, 

bas ically starting to design the mark -up of Facebook -powered ads similar to that of 

regular Newsfeed  posts, so that the two could not be discerned by filter -list -based ad 

blockers such as Adblock Plus , based on EasyList 140. Exploiting the fact that 

obfuscation was not without imperfections, two days later Adblock Plus  added a 

new filter 141 to circumvent Facebook ẏɾ ɃɐʬǸṣ uɅ ʌʔɶɅṞ Facebook  updated its markup. 

After a retreat that lasted a year, in late September 2017 Adblock Plus  released a 

particularly strong versi on of its software 142 able to affect only its desktop site. 

Nithyanand et al.  (2016) found that almost 7 percent of Alexa  Top -500 websites use 

anti -ad blocking scripts, provided by 12 unique domains. In what appears to be a 

permanent battle between publisher s and users, tools are being developed to block 

anti -ad blocking scripts 143, while some scholars (Storey et al.  2017) are offering 

ȡɅɾȡȓțʌɾ ȡɅʌɐ ʌțǸ ȺȡȶǸȺʳ ẎǸɅǱ ȓǍɃǸẏ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǍɶɃɾ ɶǍǪǸṣ 

 

 

2.3. The way of exit and the commons 144 
 
In this section (paragraph 2.3.1  and following, up to paragraph 2.3.2.4.) on exit  and 

self -production forms of commons  on the Net, we will start with a critical review of 

the free softwar e model and Wikipedia . We will then focus, in terms of exit , on the 

alternatives to Google  and Facebo ok , highlighting the strengths and, at the same 

time, the weaknesses of the main search engines and the main alternative social 

networks currently available on the Net. After which we will discuss some 

experiments in terms of Open Data  policy that, thanks to a decentralised network 

architecture and federation, are arising in opposition to the Cloud computing  and 

                                                        
139 Bosworth A. (2016),  A New Way to Control the Ads You See on Facebook, and an Updat e on Ad 
Blocking , Facebook Newsroom, 09/08/16. URL: https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2016/08/a -new -way -to -
control -the -ads -you -see-on -facebook -and -an -update -on -ad -blocking/   
140 https://easylist.to/   
141 Williams B. (2016), FB reblock: ad -blocking community finds workaround to  Facebook , Adblock Plus, 
11/08/16. URL: https://adblockplus.org/blog/fb -reblock -ad -blocking -community -finds -workaround -to -
facebook   
142 Sloane G. (2017), !Ǳ =ȺɐǪȶǸɶậɾ ɾʔǪǪǸɾɾȒʔȺ ǍɾɾǍʔȺʌ ɐɅ fǍǪǸǩɐɐȶ MɅʌǸɶɾ ȡʌɾ ñǸǪɐɅǱ ¶onth,  AdAge, 
31/10/17. URL: http://adage.com/article/digital/blockrace -adblock/311103/   
143 See: https://github.com/re ek/anti -adblock -killer   
144 Form paragraph  2.3. to  2.3.2.4. writing by  Brancaccio F. and  Vercellone C.  

https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2016/08/a-new-way-to-control-the-ads-you-see-on-facebook-and-an-update-on-ad-blocking/
https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2016/08/a-new-way-to-control-the-ads-you-see-on-facebook-and-an-update-on-ad-blocking/
https://easylist.to/
https://adblockplus.org/blog/fb-reblock-ad-blocking-community-finds-workaround-to-facebook
https://adblockplus.org/blog/fb-reblock-ad-blocking-community-finds-workaround-to-facebook
http://adage.com/article/digital/blockrace-adblock/311103/
https://github.com/reek/anti-adblock-killer
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Big Data  paradigms. After the analysis of the legal principles governing data 

management and openness, extending the logic of the Copyleft , we will  examine in 

detail the OpenStreetMap project, a contribution -based platform that is penetrating 

the digital policies of some important city administrations, like in Paris. We will finally 

analyse French project FramaSoft , since it is aimed at representing a global 

alternative to Google  (and Facebook ) on the Internet. Our interest in this project is 

linked to its strong federative approach, which aims to interconnect different 

devices responding to a commons -based  logic, and to promote popular education 

(fir stly in schools) in the field of new network technologies.  

 

2.3.1. The ideal type of the commons as production mode: 
examples of Wikipedia and free software  
 
The examples of free software  and Wikipedia  are the two first cases of our research 

on the alterna tives to capitalist platforms, as they reflect the main characteristic 

features of the common as a mode of production. Let us remind them: 1) a horizontal 

organization of work; 2) democratic and decentralised governance; 3) a democratic 

idea of technology;  4) forms of common  ownership of the means of production and, 

therefore, of the algorithms and data; 5) a production logic oriented towards value 

creation, accessible according to a non -merchantable logic, or a logic whose social 

purpose does not pursuit a ny profit, as in the case of platform cooperativism; 6) a 

coherent way of financing activities and remunerating work that guarantees their 

sustainability and autonomy. The Free Software Foundation  was founded in 1985 

and Wikipedia  was launched fifteen year s later, in 2001. It is therefore important to 

dwell on these two paradigmatic cases of the production dynamics characterising IT 

and digital commons,  placing them in the framework of the historical evolution of 

the Web.  

 

2.3.1.1. Free software  

 
The Free Software Movement  was born as a form of collective response to the 

motions to privatise software technology and the Internet. It is characterised by two 

ɃǍȡɅ ȒǸǍʌʔɶǸɾṝ ẌʌțǸ ɳɶǸɾǸɶʬǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ǍɅ ɐɳǸɅ ǍɅǱ țɐɶȡʽɐɅʌǍȺ ǪɐɐɳǸɶǍʌȡʬǸ ɃɐǱǸȺ ǍɅǱ 
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the fight against owner ship -ɐɶȡǸɅʌǸǱ ǱɶȡȒʌɾẍ ṵɾǸǸ ĞǸɶǪǸȺȺɐɅǸ et al.  2017: 179). 

After a first phase, in which the IT revolution of the PC and the Internet is essentially 

characterised by the proliferation of horizontal forms of self -production based on the 

logic of gratuitousnes s, on use value creation and on anonymity, the digital economy 

oligopolies begin to implement strengthening strategies of intellectual property 

rights and centralisation of the network. The creation of licences for Copyleft before, 

and Creative Commons  lat er, should therefore be conceived as a form of legal 

creation from the bottom -up of new forms of protection against privatisation, 

initially embodied by Microsoft , which will then be followed by the progressive 

development and growth of the other oligopoli es of the well -known GAFAM: Google , 

Amazon , Facebook , Apple , and Microsoft . 

The strength of the invention of the  free software  model and of the creativity of 

multitudes in the network will be the driving force for the transition towards a third 

phase chara cterised by two decisive elements.  

ÃɅ ʌțǸ ɐɅǸ țǍɅǱṞ ẌÿțǸ ɳɶɐʌǍȓɐɅȡɾʌɾ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɳɶɐɳɶȡǸʌǍɶʳ ɃɐǱǸȺ ǩǸǪɐɃǸ ɃɐɶǸ ǍɅǱ 

more aware of the limits that the closed source and secret logic linked to PPE imply 

for the innovative power itself. In order to compensate for this impasse, digital and 

biotechnological capitalism implements strategies that try to recover within it, by 

imitation or co -optation, the model of  free software commons ẍ ṵIbidem ). 

On the other hand, a number of start -up, like Google and Facebook , will st art 

developing a profit model based on the ability to bring in the market logic the 

spontaneity and creativity of the social interactions among the multitudes of the 

Internet: it will be the starting point for the appearance of the capitalist platforms 

basǸǱ ɐɅ ẎɃǸɶǪțǍɅʌǍǩȺǸ ȓɶǍʌʔȡʌɐʔɾɅǸɾɾẏ ǍɅǱ ɾțǍɶȡɅȓ ǸǪɐɅɐɃʳṣ 

ÿțȡɾ ẎɶǸǪɐʬǸɶʳẏ ɾʌɶǍʌǸȓʳ Ƀʔɾʌ ǩǸ ɳȺǍǪǸǱ ʭȡʌțȡɅ Ǎ ɃɐɶǸ ȓǸɅǸɶǍȺ ǍǱȲʔɾʌɃǸɅʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

structure and political form of the Web, determined by capitalist platforms. As we 

have shown in Chapter 1, two main de velopments have indeed contributed to 

ɶǍǱȡǪǍȺȺʳ ǪțǍɅȓǸ ʌțǸ ǱǸǪǸɅʌɶǍȺȡɾǸǱ ǍɅǱ ɳȺʔɶǍȺȡɾʌȡǪ ǍɶǪțȡʌǸǪʌʔɶǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɳȡɐɅǸǸɶɾẏ 

Internet: 1) the exponential growth of computing power and data processing, as well 

as the introduction of the Internet on mobile devices ; 2) the explosion of the amount 

of data coming from a more and more increasing number of users connected on the 

Internet, on social networks and digital platforms.  

Faced with this situation, the free software  model keeps offering us an 
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organisational form  having the typical features of the logic of the  common  as a 

mode of production: 1) a horizontal and cooperative organisation of work, based on 

do -cracy (as far as programmers are concerned) and crowdsourcing (as far as the 

multitude of users is concerned)  ; 2) forms of democratic governance, which prevent 

stable hierarchical patterns typical of the business model or bureaucratic model of 

the State from establishing; 3) an open concept of technology, opposite to the one 

characterising capitalist platforms a nd based on closed source and on the 

centralisation of network infrastructures; 4) a legal logic alternative to the 

proprietary one, as far as the ownership of the means of production and of the 

algorithms is concerned; 5) a production having social purpos es and oriented 

towards the creation of common goods protected by Copyleft , which as such are 

initially intended to integrate a protected public domain; 6) an alternative way of 

funding, different from the logic of commodification and profit, despite the 

vulnerability that this model depending on the free work performed by the 

commoners has if compared to the big companies of the digital economy, as we 

have already mentioned in other publications (Vercellone et al . 2017; Vercellone et al.  

2015). 

In order to  understand the innovation brought about by the free software  

technology, it is necessary to take into account the metamorphosis that the private 

property paradigm has undergone over the last decades. Since the Eighties, with the 

transition from industrial  capitalism to cognitive capitalism, we have witnessed an 

extension of the proprietary logic that has been particularly incisive in the 

production of culture, knowledge and information. This process is closely linked with 

a change in the tangible content o f the property itself.  

Indeed, nowadays, intellectual property tends to unify under the sign of exclusivity 

the different legal protections for creations and inventions: copyright and patents. 

Over the last decades, we have witnessed an unbelievable increa se in the number of 

patents, both in the industrial sector and in scientific research, while the pace of 

innovation has been slowing down.  

This process has hit the production of software and computer algorithms. It begins 

in 1980, when the United States Co ngress extended the legal protection of copyright 

to software, which until then had been protected, not without great puzzlement in 

legal doctrine, by patent law.  
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The creation of Copyleft  licenses at first, and Creative Commons  later on, is to be 

found in this context, according to a logic that reveals both voice and exit: the 

invention of alternative productive and legal devices. Their conception proves the 

creative force of the IT commons  movement, which saw in law a tool for the creation 

of new use and s haring conditions, designed from the bottom -up, in order to 

establish regimes of inalienability.  

!ɾ ȺǍʭʳǸɶ ǍɅǱ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ʌțǸɐɶǸʌȡǪȡǍɅ ¬ǍʭɶǸɅǪǸ ¬Ǹɾɾȡȓ țǍɾ ɾțɐʭɅ ȡɅ țȡɾ ʭɐɶȶ Ẏ>ɐǱǸ 

ǍɅǱ ɐʌțǸɶ ¬Ǎʭɾ ɐȒ >ʳǩǸɶɾɳǍǪǸẏ ṵᶰᶮᶮᶴṶṞ ʌțǸ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃȡǪ ǪɐǱǸ țǍɾ ȡʌɾ ɐʭɅ ǍʔʌɐɅɐɃɐʔs 

legal normativity. The encryption of the code, on which the proprietary model is 

based, is indeed a form of self -protection of the software used by the companies and 

preceding the protection traditionally entrusted to state regulations. From this 

perspec tive, the proprietary software does not represent a neutral operation but a 

ẌɳɐȺȡʌȡǪǍȺ ǱǸʬȡǪǸ ǍȡɃǸǱ Ǎʌ ʌɶǍɅɾȒɐɶɃȡɅȓ ɾɐǪȡǍȺ ɶǸȺǍʌȡɐɅɾ ʭțȡȺǸ ɃǍȡɅʌǍȡɅȡɅȓ ʌțǸȡɶ 

ɳɐʭǸɶ ɶǸȺǍʌȡɐɅɾẍ ṵĞǸǪǪțȡ ᶰᶮᶯᶵṶṣ 

For this reason, the Copyleft constitutes in legal terms a reversed  copyright (Xifaras 

2012), which relies on its intrinsic normative ability to write the algorithmic code, in 

order to achieve a diametrically opposite goal if compared to the intellectual 

property paradigm: its maximum openness, modifiability and sharing. The Copyleft  

thus fits into the space of normative autonomy gained by intellectual property to 

use it against its own exclusive logic.  

It can be defined through the combination of four freedoms: the freedom to use, 

study, distribute and modify software. As  legal expert Xifaras has shown, in addition 

to these four freedoms there is a very particular power of exclusion: the power to 

exclude exclusion (Xifaras 2012). It is precisely this paradoxical power that makes 

Copyleft a particularly interesting legal in vention. The GPL (General Public License), 

the first licence created, thus generates an overturning, transforming a monopoly - 

the copyright - into a possibility of spread and potentially unlimited sharing.  

Creative Commons  licences were created following the Copyleft  in 2002. These 

licences are the result of the improvement and extension of the Copyleft  principles 

to the set of creative works. In the case of a photo, a music track or a book, the CC 

licenses give the author and not the publisher the right t o choose the most 

appropriate way to reuse their work.  

At the beginning, there are six licences resulting from the combination of four 
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options: attribution; ban on commercial use; sharing under the same conditions; ban 

on modification.  

Creative Commons  lic ences are used today in many activities. First, there is the case 

of Wikipedia , which we will soon analyse. Moreover, millions of musical works, 

several newspaper and statistics sites use them, and they are widely used in 

scientific research as well (for e xample, the case of the CERN in Geneva and of some 

ǍɶʌȡǪȺǸɾ ȡɅ ʌțǸ ɃǍȓǍʽȡɅǸ Ẏ¸ǍʌʔɶǸẏṶṣ 

In the end, the Copylef t and Creative Commons  licences show us how the forms of 

legal appropriation are always linked to certain practices of social construction and 

pro duction organisation. The common nature of production, indeed, implies 

circularity and mutual influence among the cooperative activities of the commoners 

and the establishment of corresponding legal models.  

But we also have to highlight some limits and wea knesses that the Copyleft  logic 

has experienced all along its path. The technical -juridical mechanisms of Copyleft 

have proved weak in some cases when faced with the privatising logic of capitalist 

platforms. Apple , Google , Facebook , Amazon , and Microsoft have started 

increasingly using open forms of innovation, appropriating parts of code protected 

by free licence, in order to integrate them into their own proprietary platforms. The 

most striking case is represented, as we have already seen, by Android , acquired in 

2005 by Google , and based on the Linux kernel. The giant from Mountain View has 

split the code, leaving a part of it under the  Copyleft  licence, and making the other 

part a proprietary code. The very use of Android is the subject of a fine recent ly 

imposed by the European Union to Google , fined for using its operating system in 

order to gain a monopoly position in collecting advertising data for mobile 

telephony (see Vecchi 2017).  

To cope with this situation, a constant technical and legal develop ment of licenses is 

needed in order to strengthen the tools aimed at protecting, under the sign of 

inalienability, free software  works. At the same time, there is the problem of the 

forms of compensation and settlement of the works created in common and th en 

subjugated to privatisation.  

An answer, even if partial, has been given by the CopyFair licence, also known as 

'reinforced reciprocity', created by the P2P Foundation. This licence aims to solve one 

of the key aspects of commons ẏ ɾʔɾʌǍȡɅǍǩȡȺȡʌʳ ǍɅǱ Ǎʔʌɐnomy. As indicated in the 
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written presentation of the licence, CopyFair is different from the GPL because it 

ʌǍǪȶȺǸɾ Ʌɐʌ ɐɅȺʳ ʌțǸ ɶǸȓʔȺǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɾɐȒʌʭǍɶǸẏɾ ɐɳǸɅɅǸɾɾṞ ǩʔʌ ǍȺɾɐ ʌțǸ ɃǍʌʌǸɶ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

economic value that it can produce. Anyone can use the licen ce, but the exchange 

value produced by its commercial use has to be returned in monetary terms to the 

common production, by a payment system established by the same licence (see 

Bauwens 2015; Bauwens and Kostakis 2017).  

The Copyfair licence thus remains fr ee for non -profit activities, while it will be sold in 

case of commercial use and profit. The gains deriving from this license would thus 

be used to raise a 'mutual aid fund' to support the commons ' economy.  

The debate on the proposal of the Copyfair thus represents, together with the one 

on the collective remuneration for the free digital labour performed by Internet 

prosumers, a fundamental point for the pursuit of a financing model of the 

commons ' economy capable of ensuring its autonomy in the face of d igital 

ɳȺǍʌȒɐɶɃɾẏ ɳɐʭǸɶṣ ğǸ ʭȡȺȺ ȓɐ ǩǍǪȶ ɐʬǸɶ ʌțǸɾǸ ǍɾɳǸǪʌɾ Ǎʌ ʌțǸ ǸɅǱ ɐȒ ʌțȡɾ ɶǸɳɐɶʌṣ 

 

2.3.1.2. Wikipedia  

 
Wikipedia  is a further and consolidated example of how the logic of the common  as 

a mode of production has brought the development of knowledge comm ons  to life. 

uʌ ȡɾ ǍȺɾɐ Ǎ ɳǍɶǍǱȡȓɃǍʌȡǪ ǸʲǍɃɳȺǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ǸɾʌǍǩȺȡɾțɃǸɅʌ ɐȒ Ǎ ẎȶɅɐʭȺǸǱȓǸ ȡɅʌǸɅɾȡʬǸ 

ǪɐɃɃʔɅȡʌʳẏ ṵɾǸǸ ĞǸɶǪǸȺȺɐɅǸ et al  . 2017). 

Wikipedia  ǱǸȒȡɅǸɾ ȡʌɾǸȺȒ Ǎɾ ẌɃʔȺʌȡȺȡɅȓʔǍȺṞ ʭǸǩ-based, free encyclopaedia based on a 

ɃɐǱǸȺ ɐȒ ɐɳǸɅȺʳ ǸǱȡʌǍǩȺǸ ǪɐɅʌǸɅʌẍ ṵɾǸǸ ʌțǸ ǸɅʌɶʳ ẎğȡȶȡɳǸǱȡǍẏ Ǎʌṝ ʭȡȶȡɳǸǱȡǍṣȡʌṶṣ ÿțǸ 

project has been developing for seventeen years, and currently there are about 45 

million articles written in 290 different languages. The active editors are about 70 

thousand. The project was born on 15 th  January 2001 thanks to Jimmy Wales and 

Larry Sanger and it is supported by the Wikimedia Foundation , a non -profit 

organisation founded in 2003 and based in the United States. Wikipedia  is the 

largest encyclopaedia ever written in human history. In the global  ẎğǸǩ ɾǪǸɅǸẏṞ ȡʌ ȡɾ ȡɅ 

the top ten most visited Internet sites in the world and, in amount of entries and 
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ẎǪɐɅʌǸɅʌ ɶǸȺȡǍǩȡȺȡʌʳẏṞ ȡʌ țǍɾ ɐʔʌǱɐɅǸ ʌțǸ Encyclopaedia Britannica 145. As far as its users 

are concerned, the site generates more than 20 billion page v iews per month. 

Photos and other non -textual items increased from 12 to 26 million between 2014 

and 2015 (Jullien 2017).  

Wikipedia  responds to a cooperative mode of organisation of work that is very 

similar to the one of the Free Software Movement.  Partici pation in content 

production is voluntary and determined by the interest of the users (do -cracy) in the 

project (we would say, quoting Hirschman, that participation requires a high degree 

of loyalty ). Moreover, participation is anonymous, and is based on s ocial (interacting 

with others) or 'moral' reasons (participating in the creation of an encyclopaedia and 

making knowledge accessible to everyone) (see Jullien 2017).  

As far as the project management (the board of trustees  of the Wikimedia 

Foundation ) is concerned, a number of people who are very competent at IT and 

classifying information (information scientists, communication scholars, 

documentarians, journalists, computer scientists) ( Ibidem ) gather.  

The difference between free software  and Wikipedia , from a technical point of view, 

is in the way of assembling information. Wikipedia , indeed, represents a mode of 

'horizontal assemblage': even if an encyclopaedic article was eliminated, the 'good' 

would still be usable. On the contrary, free software opera tes according to a form of 

'vertical assemblage': if a software lost a fragment of code, it would probably stop 

working.  

The economic model of Wikipedia is based on volunteering, as far as the content 

production is concerned, and on the donations made by i ts users for financing its 

infrastructures, which enable the content production - in particular, the server and 

the band. The maintenance of production software, servers, and bandwidth cost the 

                                                        
145 It is interesting to notice that Wikipedia , even being a Web portal with its own search engine, is 
mainly visited by users through the Google search eng ine, which indexes it, in most cases, among the 
top positions. This is a phenomenon that clearly shows us the presence of strong 'positive externalities' 
on the Internet. By positive externalities we mean the action of agents having a positive impact on 
ot her agents, without this impact being taken into account in the calculation by the agent that 
generates it. For example, sites that do not respond to market logic post content online that has some 
positive effects on commercial websites in terms of positiv e externalities. It is for this reason that 
Google , like many other platform capitalism subjects which, as we have seen, hold an oligopolistic 
position, is interested in maintaining an ecosystem of sites (see Smyrnaio 2017) of free services and 
contents. T he emblematic case is precisely the Google one relating to Wikipedia (and, at the same time, 
funding open source projects like Firefox ). 
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Wikimedia Foundation about 21 million dollars last year, out o f a total budget of over 

$ 50 million (Jullien 2017).  

In terms of ownership forms, Wikipedia was originally launched under the GNU Free 

Documentation License  (GFDL), a licence for the distribution of software 

documentation and educational material. Since 1 5th  June 2009 Wikipedia has 

switched to Creative Commons  licence  BY-SA 3.0 (CC licenses did not exist at the 

time when the project was launched). The change of licence was put to the 

community vote. It is a licence based on what is defined as 'strong Copyl eft ', as it 

allows the redistribution, the creation of derivative works and the commercial use of 

ʌțǸ ǪɐɅʌǸɅʌṞ ʔɅǱǸɶ ʌțǸ ǪɐɅǱȡʌȡɐɅ ʌțǍʌ ʌțǸ Ǎʔʌțɐɶɾẏ ǍʌʌɶȡǩʔʌȡɐɅ ȡɾ ɃǍȡɅʌǍȡɅǸǱ ǍɅǱ ʌțǍʌ 

the content remains available under the same licence for its possible re -use. 

Wikipedia material can therefore be incorporated by other sources as long as they 

use the same licence.  

All texts are available under the same licence. A significant percentage of images 

and sounds in Wikipedia is not for free: for example, company l ogos, song lyrics or 

copyrighted newspaper photos  are used in the encyclopaedia with the claim of fair 

use (but it should be noticed that fair use , typical of American doctrine, is not 

ɳɶǸɾǸɅʌ ȡɅ ǍȺȺ ǪɐʔɅʌɶȡǸɾẏ ȺǸȓȡɾȺǍʌȡʬǸ ǩɐǱȡǸɾṶṣ 

The photos of the entrie s come from Wikimedia Commons, where they are 

uploaded, and the photos are then relinked in the Wikipedia entries.  

One of the most important aspects of Wikipedia , as far as the logic of the common  is 

concerned, lies in its forms of governance, and therefor e of cooperation, of work, 

which ensure the production and reproduction of the Wikipedia community and its 

'services' .  

In this regard, we need to start from a feature concerning the technical innovation 

that affects the governance of the platform: Wikiped ia is based on a Wiki 

technology 146, which enables the development of collaborative editing practices. The 

Wiki technology is located halfway between the Open Source practices and the 

principles of 'maximally distributed collaboration' typical of the open -content  Web 
                                                        
146 ÿțǸ ʌǸɶɃ Ẏwiki ẏṧ ǪɐɃǸɾ ȒɶɐɃ ʌțǸ oǍʭǍȡȡǍɅ ȺǍɅȓʔǍȓǸ ǍɅǱ ɃǸǍɅɾ ṧȒǍɾʌṧṞ ǱǸɅɐʌȡɅȓ Ǎ ɳǍɶʌȡǪʔȺǍɶ ȒɐɶɃ ɐȒ 
software - like the  one of many blogs - enabling to create sites for anyone who subscribes and 
contributes to the production of its contents. Another platform based on Wiki technology, which has 
recently become known, is Wikileaks , founded by Julien Assange, which collects a nonymous secret or 
confidential documents concerning some of the most sensitive issues of international political and 
journalistic interest.  
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2.0 (see Ruzé 2013: 190). Wiki ẏɾ ɃǍȡɅ ȒǸǍʌʔɶǸ ǪɐɅɾȡɾʌɾ ȡɅ ȶǸǸɳȡɅȓ Ǎ ṧǪțɶɐɅɐȺɐȓʳṧ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

modifications that enables, in case of error, to quickly go back to the previous 

version. The content of the Wiki  is organised through 'keywords' and hypertex t links 

within its pages.  

Wikipedia is characterised by hypertext links to other Encyclopaedia entries through 

the so -called wikilinks that make it easier to visit the portal. So, its style reminds of 

the Web 1.0 (or static Web), even though the MediaWiki platform 147 technically 

belongs to the Web 2.0 (or dynamic Web). The MediaWiki platform, which 

represents the base of the Encyclopaedia, enables an open publishing  process that 

make it possible, in case of fake news or poor content quality, to recover the co rrect 

version of an article extremely quickly.  

As Dominique Cardon and Julien Levrer have noticed (2009: 54): « The most radical 

innovation of Wikipedia undoubtedly consists in its participative writing rather than 

the mutualisation of monitoring and punis hing procedures that enable the 

community to watch over itself ». 

Wikipedia did not invent participative writing, given that Indymedia  had already 

tested the model of open publishing. The real innovation that Wikipedia has 

introduced is a form of collectiv e governance of the texts, because every writer also 

țǍɾ ʌțǸ ʌǍɾȶ ɐȒ ǪțǸǪȶȡɅȓ ʌțǸ ɐʌțǸɶɾẏ ʌǸʲʌɾ ṵIbidem : 54 ). We must not therefore limit 

ourselves to the visible interface of Wikipedia , which, as we have said, is based on 

gratuitous and free access to it s contents. The forms of governance ruling the 

production and reproduction of contents from the inside are just as crucial. Thus, the 

collective organisation of the Wikipedia community is responsible for the 

production, management and distribution of a com mon resource - encyclopedic 

knowledge ( Ibidem : 55). 

In conclusion, however, we have to point out two critical points.  

First of all, there are tensions and conflicts about the function of Wikipedia board . 

According to some authors (Cardon and Levrel 2009), Wikipedia has showed us the 

full effectiveness of an entirely 'proceduralized' democracy. In this framework, the 

participative setting of a number of formal rules would significantly reduce, or at 
                                                        
147 From the Wikipedia  page dedicated to MediaWiki : "Developed by the Wikimedia Foundation for 
Wikipedia , MediaWiki is used by all Wikimedia Foundation projects and many other Wiki  websites. It is 
a Content Management System written in PHP that uses a MySQL or PostgreSQL relational database 
for data storage. It is free software distributed under the GNU GPL license".  
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least mitigate, the conflicts. Although the forms of govern ance structuring the 

project are aimed, as we have seen, at the constant decentralisation of the decisions 

and, therefore, of the distribution of power, hierarchies and conflicts still remain in 

the definition of policies,  as well as on writing the content  of the single entries. 

Groups or clusters holding the power tend to appear, even within an ideally 

horizontal space or platform. Here we are far from thinking that democracy can be 

fully proceduralized, as some communication theorists would like it to (se e firstly 

Habermas 2013), letting it become a place where conflicts would give way to the 

setting of rules and formal procedures. On the other hand, in our opinion, the 

recognition and the positive valorisation of the conflicts within a common  are 

fundamen tal when they enable to reactivate the constituent and regenerative ability 

of the dynamics and rules constituting the common ṣ uȒ ʌțǸ ǪɐɃɃɐɅǸɶɾẏ practice and 

the setting of corresponding formal rules are linked to each other by a relationship 

of permanent circularity, the same rules will always have to be verified, and 

sometimes revoked.  

Secondly, a structural limit of Wikipedia should also be pointed out: the numerous 

projects related to it have not yet gained the same power and network economy as 

the Ency clopaedia. This is because, in our opinion, the Wikipedia project should be 

re -launched, in federative terms, in harmony with other projects nowadays 

proliferating and presented as an explicit alternative to the Internet giants. An 

example: as we have seen , the search for Wikipedia entries mostly depends on 

Google, strengthening the latter in terms of positive externalities. Doing so, Google  

obviously does not violate any intellectual property rights of the Encyclopaedia, but 

it strengthens the economic and  symbolic value of its search engine, positioning the 

Wikipedia entries among its first results. A privileged connection between Wikipedia 

and alternative search engines, in order to reduce the monopolistic power of Google 

on network searches, should, in o ur opinion, become a main object of debate and 

reflection in order to define the future strategy of the Encyclopaedia.  
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WIKIPEDIA  
wikipedia.org  

Network economies  Very powerful in terms of the number of users. 
Wikipedia is one of the ten most visited 
websites in the world. It is the largest 
encyclopaedia ever written in human history, 
with 45 million entries in 291 different 
languages (including 280 modern languages 
in use).  

Statute and 
governance  

Platform based on the Wiki technology 
m anaged by the Wikimedia Foundation . 
Decentralised multilevel governance based on 
ṧ ǸǍǪț ɐɅǸẏɾ ǪɐɅʌɶɐȺ ɐɅ ǸǍǪț ɐɅǸṧṣ ¸ɐ ȺȡɃȡʌɾ ʌɐ 
access. Role of management entrusted to the 
board of the Foundation . 

Economic model  Absence of advertising. Financing through 
voluntary contributions, self -financing and 
donations. Volunteering in the production of 
contents. Budget of the Wikimedia 
Foundation : about 50 million dollars in 2016.  

Work organisation 
model  

Cooperative model of division of labour based 
on a form of col laborative writing ( open 
publishing ), open to all those who subscribe, 
with different levels of control. The active 
editors are about 70.000. Like in the free 
software model, there are leading figures in a 
project but their authority can be 
systematically called into question giving rise 
to the equivalent of a fork.  

Property and nature 
of algorithms  

Creative Commons Licence BY -SA 3.0, which 
protects from the commercial use of the 
contents, imposing the same licence for the 
uses derived from the contents of  the 
Encyclopaedia.  

Use, property, data 
access  

Gratuitous and free access and use / CC BY -SA 
3.0 licence / anonymity but different levels of 
governance that enable the reliability of the 
news.  
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Internal limits and 
contradictions  

Wikipedia has a semi -monop oly of digital 
encyclopaedic knowledge - but it is accessible 
to anyone who accepts its policies and 
governance rules. Part of the images and 
photos is proprietary because they are taken 
from other sources imposing intellectual 
property rights.  

Alternativ e potential  
common  logic  

Great potential, but the projects promoted by 
the Wikipedia Foundation have not had a 
success comparable to the one of the 
Encyclopaedia. The community participating 
in the writing of contents and the platform life 
is however very limited compared to the 
number of users.  

 
Table 2.3  : Wikipedia model summary  

Source : Personal elaboration  

 

2.3.2. Potential alternatives to the Google and Facebook 
models: search engines, social networks and experiments on 
specific functionalities.  
 
In the following sections of the research, we will focus on the critical examination of 

some of the main digital alternatives to the platform model embodied by Google 

and Facebook . 

As we have seen in Chapter 1, in the analytical perspective of this research, these two 

great actors of the Web are classifiable within the same platform category, as far as 

profit model and work organisation are concerned.  

Google and Facebook are based, indeed, on the same profit strategy, typical of the 

'two -sided' market, which w e have defined as 'merchantable gratuitousness'. These 

platforms offer free services in order to attract the greatest number of users. The 

main purpose consists in exploiting the data produced by their users, in order to sell 

them to companies in exchange for customised advertising, processed through 

algorithms based on predictive calculations. Furthermore, the work organisational 

model typical of these platforms is divided in two levels: on the one hand, they 

employ qualified programmers for programming pr oprietary algorithms (workers 

very often coming from the world of free software ); on the other hand, they make 
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massive use of free digital labour , a term used to describe free work, that is unpaid 

and, in most cases, unknowingly performed by users.  

We have  also observed - as we have seen in paragraph 1.5 - that the two giants of the 

Web have considerably contributed to a number of socio -technical transformations 

giving a centralised pattern to the architecture and the political form of the Internet. 

Indeed,  the 'bottom -up' model of capturing value created by users has been 

enhanced by the development of technologies such as the Cloud Computing and 

the appearance of powerful data centre , with the aim of storing, processing and re -

processing the huge amount of  data produced, benefiting from a competitive 

advantage deriving from these new and extremely expensive technologies.  

The tendency towards private appropriation of data causes enormous alterations if 

compared to the decentralised, plural and neutral plural ȡɾɃ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎȒȡɶɾʌẏ ğǸǩṞ 

encouraging phenomena of concentration of economic and political power. The 

logic concerning knowledge production and sharing based on use value, which 

ǪțǍɶǍǪʌǸɶȡɾǸǱ ʌțǸ Ƀɐɾʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ẎȒȡɶɾʌẏ ğǸǩ ǍǪʌȡʬȡʌȡǸɾṞ țǍɾ ǩǸǸɅ ɾȡȓɅȡȒȡǪǍɅʌȺʳ ʭǸǍkened. 

The pay -for -use formula, a trademark of the Cloud economic model and the spread 

of subscription services clearly shows the strategy used by capitalist platforms, 

tending to convert to the market logic and re -centralise the set of production forms 

mu ltiplying on the Web and based on the primacy of use value.  

Finally, as we have seen, this consolidated trend is extremely problematic in legal 

and constitutional terms, as far as guaranteeing and protecting fundamental 

freedoms and user privacy are concer ned.  

In this situation, a number of digital alternatives have begun to appear. Despite 

gɐɐȓȺǸậs undisputed monopoly in Web content search - which, let us recall it, 

captures about 80 percent of the search volume - different alternatives try to 

challenge it s dominant position. As we will see, these alternatives are completely 

acceptable in their technical features (algorithms and network infrastructures) and 

have interesting profiles in terms of work organisation. However, they still have great 

weaknesses: f or example, their financing models, essentially donation -based, and 

work organisation, based on voluntary and free contributions by users, do not result 

in infrastructures solid enough to guarantee their independence from the capture 

devices used by the gr eat actors of the Web.  
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Concerning the alternative search engines that will be taken into consideration, the 

ɐɅȺʳ ɐɅǸ ʌțǍʌ ɃǍɅǍȓǸɾ ʌɐ ȺǸǍʬǸ Ǎ ẎɅȡǪțǸ ǱȡɃǸɅɾȡɐɅẏ ȡɾ DuckDuckGo , which however 

does not fully meet the constitutive requirements of the common as a mode of 

ɳɶɐǱʔǪʌȡɐɅṞ ɶǸɳɶǸɾǸɅʌȡɅȓ ȡɅɾʌǸǍǱ Ǎ ẎɃȡʲǸǱẏ ɃɐǱǸȺ ȡɅ ǩɐʌț ȺǸȓǍȺ ṵǍ ɳǍɶʌ ɐȒ ʌțǸ 

algorithm code is proprietary while the other is free) and economic terms (the 

engine adopts an advertising model, though weakened if compared to the one 

adopted by Goog le , and, at the same time, crowdsourcing of  platforms such as 

Wikipedia ). 

 

 
Table 2.4  : Main search engines  

Source : Wikipedia  
 

The other search engines that we will take into account ( YaCy and Framabee ) are 

based, instead, on the legal and economic prin ciples of the free software model, but, 

on the other hand, they are limited to an extremely reduced public and require a 

good knowledge of computer tools and languages.  

As far as social networks are concerned, we will take into account a number of 

alternat ives having first -class technical and legal features in terms of innovation if 

compared to proprietary social networks. This is the case of  Diaspora , born following 

the 15-M Movement appeared in Spain, as a social network other than Facebook , or 

the case o f Mastodon , in alternative to Twitter.  These experiments, however, suffer 

from the same limitations characterising non -proprietary search engines: a non -

large number of users and the absence of alternative forms of social validation able 

to overcome the ni che dimension and good exemplary practice, guaranteeing 

autonomy, extension and durability.  
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In addition, in the last paragraph, we are going to analyse the alternatives created on 

the basis of specific functionalities, with regard, first of all, to the Cloud  model. From 

this point of view, it seemed useful to focus on the Open Data  model, showing the 

presence of valid alternative data management solutions responding to the same 

legal principles that have characterised the creation of the Copyleft and Creati ve 

Commons licences.  

Next, we will examine the OpenStreetMap project, which is based on the logic of 

Open Data and represents an alternative to Google Maps . Finally, we will focus on 

the FramaSoft project, which is aimed at constituting a global alternati ve to the 

Google model, and which currently has more than thirty specific applications and 

functionalities.  

Studying these different alternative experiments, some common features have 

emerged and we can summarise them as follows:  

 

- In terms of network inf rastructures, almost all these projects are based on a 

decentralisation strategy affecting interconnected servers, as to encourage the 

return of 'personal computers' and the self -produced IT model. On this basis, they 

also want to prefigure an alternative to the Cloud model.       

- From the point of view of the ownership of the algorithms (the code necessary to 

make a program work), they are based on the extension of the Copyleft logic to the 

social data produced by the users. Therefore, Copyleft affects b oth the algorithms 

and the social data produced by the users.       

- In terms of protecting privacy, their guideline consists in refusing to use Web user -

tracking tools typical of platform capitalism, trying to re -establish standards aimed 

at protecting t țǸ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɳɶȡʬǍǪʳ ǍɅǱ ɶǸɾʌɐɶǸ ǪɐɅǱȡʌȡɐɅɾ ɐȒ ǍɅɐɅʳɃȡʌʳṣ       

- In terms of economic model, they refuse, in most cases (a part from DuckDuckGo ), 

the exploitation of data aimed at encouraging advertising. Their financing model 

essentially relies on donations  and crowd -funding . They therefore aim to restore the 

primacy of both mutual funding centred on users' will and use value on the market 

logic that has colonised the Web.  

- Their organisation of work is participative ( free activity ) and based on 

crowdsourci ng .       
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- As far as their technical conception is concerned, they represent an alternative to 

the logic of the dominant algorithms, encouraging the conscious use of technical 

tools and the re -establishment of conditions designed to promote knowledge 

shar ing. The alternative search engines make an effort to overcome the so -called 

'filter bubble' produced by PageRank of Google. 148 In the case of a social network like 

Diaspora , the user is required to preliminarily gain awareness of the problem of the 

Cloud (users have choose where to host their data). In the case of the FramaSoft 

project, a set of popular education initiatives have been created with the aim of 

teaching new generations a conscious use of network technologies and algorithms.  

 

2.3.2.1. Search engi nes: proprietary alternatives ( DuckDuckGo  and Qwant , 
and non -proprietary alternatives ( YaCy  and FramaBee ). A critical review.  

 

2.3.2.1.1. DuckDuckGo  

 
DuckDuckGo  ṵȒɶɐɃ Ʌɐʭ ɐɅ ẎDDGẏṶ ȡɾṞ Ǎʌ ʌțǸ ɃɐɃǸɅʌṞ ɐɅǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɃǍȡɅ ǍȺʌǸɶɅǍʌȡʬǸ 

search engines to Google . The search engine created by Gabriel Weinberg in 

September 2008 is owned by DuckDuckGo Inc.,  based in Paoli, Pennsylvania.  

From a technical point of view, the DDG algorithm aggregates the results obtained 

by the intertwining of the operations of about fifty  search engines, including Yahoo!  

and Bing . It also makes use of data from more than 500 sites and generated by 

crowdsourcing  dynamic, as in the case of Wikipedia . For this reason, DDG can be 

defined as a 'metasearch engine': it produces and classifies inf ormation by cross -

referencing data produced by other search engines.  

EEg ǸʲǪȺʔɾȡʬǸȺʳ ɐɳǸɶǍʌǸɾ ȡɅ Ǎ ṧɳɶȡʬǍʌǸ ɃɐǱǸṧṞ ǍɅǱ ȡɾ ȡʌ ǱǸɾȡȓɅǸǱ ʌɐ ɳɶɐʌǸǪʌ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ 

privacy. To this end, DDG declares that it does not store the user's IP address, their 

information and I nternet history. Cookies are used only when absolutely necessary. 

                                                        
148 TțǸ ʌǸɶɃ ẎfȡȺʌǸɶ =ʔǩǩȺǸậ was coined by Internet activist Eli Pariser (2011) in his book The Filter Bubble : 
What the Internet Is Hiding from You . It was also adopted in 2010 by Tim Berners -Lee in The Guardian . 
It refers to one of the effects produced by the algorithms behind Google (PageRank ) and Facebook 
(EdgeRank ), founded, as is known, on the customisation of the research (previous clicks, searches, geo -
location, and so on). According to the author, these types of algorithms enclose the user within an 
ecos ystem made by his own "bubble" of information. Consequently, users would have limited 
possibilities to access information, receiving only those that are more suitable for their profile and 
chronology on the Web. In short, according to this point of view, t he strength and success of algorithms 
such as PageRank Ṟ ʌțǍʌ ȡɾṞ ʌțǸ ǪʔɾʌɐɃȡɾǍʌȡɐɅ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɶǸɾʔȺʌɾ ɐȒ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɾǸǍɶǪțǸɾṞ Ǎʌ ʌțǸ ɾǍɃǸ ʌȡɃǸṞ 
produces restrictions of their autonomy.  
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ÿțǸ ǍǩɾǸɅǪǸ ɐȒ ʌțǸ ɃǍȡɅ ǸȺǸɃǸɅʌɾ ɐȒ ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ȡǱǸɅʌȡȒȡǪǍʌȡɐɅ ǍɅǱ ʌɶǍǪǸǍǩȡȺȡʌʳṞ ʌțʔɾṞ 

enables the search engine to avoid the formation of 'filter bubbles' in searches. In 

2010, the search engine  introduced a specific feature for anonymous search via Tor . 

In this way, by the combined use of Tor  and DDG, it is possible to stay anonymous in 

the Web in an end -to -end mode.  

From a legal point of view, the algorithm code is of a mixed nature: a part is covered 

by proprietary licence, while the other part is open.  

At the beginning, the project was almost exclusively self -financed and the search 

engine made use of advertisements only sporadically. Its business model has then 

evolved, and at the moment it c ombines both the donations and the gains resulting 

from advertising. We observe, therefore, that the mixed model concerning the forms 

of property of the algorithm also corresponds to a mixed model in economic terms.  

More precisely, DuckDuckGo ẏɾ ǸǪɐɅɐɃȡǪ Ƀɐdel is divided into three levels:  

- Advertising. However, it should be noticed that the use of data responds to a logic 

that is other than that of Google , which is based on customised advertising. The 

advertisements are indeed obtained by correlating them with the keywords typed in 

by the users in the search engine, without the latter recording their history and 

other personal information;  

- The commissions paid by Amazon  and eBay , when users purchase items on these 

platforms thanks to researches carried ou t via DDG ; 

- Users' donations.  

In 2014, Apple , during the presentation of iOS 8, announced the adaptation of Safari  

to DuckDuckGo  on its mobile devices, in a competitive logic challenging Google . In 

the same year, Mozilla  also introduced DuckDuckGo  among t he search options in its 

Firefox  browser. These partnerships strengthened DDGẏɾ ɅǸʌʭɐɶȶ ǸǪɐɅɐɃȡǸɾ 

without enabling it to make a real quality leap in competitive terms compared to 

Google . Currently, this search engine has about 21 million searches per day, very little 

compared to the 9.022 billion carried out on Google , but it still represents the most 

used alternative.  
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DuckDuckGo  
duckduckgo.com  

Network economies  It is one of the most used alternative search 
engines to Google . It has on average more tha n 
21 million searches a day. It is an optional search 
engine in both Apple  and Mozilla  Firefox  
operating systems.  

Statute and 
governance  

The search engine is owned by DuckDuckGo  Inc. , 
a limited liability company. Corporate 
governance.  

Economic model  The economic model is divided into three levels: 
1) Advertising, based on the correlation between 
keywords typed by the user and company 
advertisements; 2) Commissions on items 
purchased on eBay  and Amazon via DDG ; 3) 
Donations.  

Work organisation 
model  

The wo rk organisation model is of a business 
type, but the algorithm of the metasearch 
engine benefits from the activity of 500 
crowdsourcing  sites, such as Wikipedia . 

Property and nature of 
algorithms  

Mixed legal model combining free code and 
proprietary code.  The search algorithm makes it 
a metasearch engine (intersection and 
organisation of results produced by other search 
engines).  

Use, property, data 
access  

The main goal of DDG  is the protection of the 
ʔɾǸɶɾẏ ɳɶȡʬǍǪʳ ǍɅǱ ǍɅɐɅʳɃȡʌʳṣ ÿțǸ ǍȺȓɐɶȡʌțɃ 
does not t rack the user and does not record his 
IP address. The platform is easy to access and 
use. 

Internal limits and 
contradictions  

It is a mixed model between proprietary logic 
and non -proprietary logic. We might say that it is 
a profit model that, however, rec overs some 
principles of the Open  Source  community, 
basing its business model on the respect for 
privacy. For this reason, it is suggested by Apple , 
in order to promote competition with Google . 
But, on the other hand, for instance, the use of 
Wikipedia  inf ormation in order to sell 
advertisements is very controversial.  






























































































































































































































































