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The Political Economy of Platformisation 
International Colloquium at the School of Media, Communication and Sociology, University of 
Leicester. Sponsored by the Digital Networks and Communication Research cluster. 
Location: All sessions take place at Seminar Room, 2nd floor, 132 New Walk, Bankfield House, 
Leicester, LE1 7JA, United Kingdom. 

Tuesday 6 December 2016 

9.00-9.15 Welcome and Refreshments 

Athina Karatzogianni, University of Leicester 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

9.15-11.15 Session 1: Platform capitalism, institutions, and online labour strategies 

Paula Langley, Durham & Andrew Leyshon, Nottingham 

Platform capitalism:  The intermediation and capitalization of digital economic circulation 

Jacob Matthews & Vincento Rouzé, Paris 8, Cemti 

Cultural crowdsourcing and crowdfunding platforms: Strategies, usages, labour  

Alex Wood, Oxford Internet Institute  

Online gig work: Understanding the institutions and mobilizations of online labour platforms 

Stefania Milan, Amsterdam 

TBA 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

11.15- 11.30 Refreshments 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

11.30 -13:30 Session 2: Exploitation, audience, and low-income service work 

Michael Dieter, Warwick  

De-scripting the platform: The user-journey as ordering device 
 
Baruch Gottlieb, UdK Berlin University of the Arts 

Digital rentierism and audience territory 

Niels van Doom, Amsterdam 

Platform Labor: On the gendered, racialized, and classed exploitation of low-income service 
work in the on-demand economy 

Jonathan Ong, Leicester & Pamela Combinido, De La Salle University - Philippines 

Digital sweatshops in disaster zones: Local aid workers as techno-apologists 
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

13:30-14:30 Lunch 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

14:30 -16:30 Session 3: Studies in London, Estonia, Sub-Saharan Africa and the UN 

David Chandler, Westminster 

The political economy of global digital platformisation: The Twitter/UN partnership for the 
sustainable development goals  

Zena Wood, Greenwich 

Assessing the impact of digitisation on the local transport network in London 

Stéphane Costantini, Paris 13, Labsic & Jacob Matthews, Paris 8, Cemti 

The deployment of digital intermediation platforms in Sub-saharan Africa: Strategies, 
struggles, alternatives 

Lorraine Weekes, Stanford 

Country as a service: Estonian e-residency and the platformization of the political 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

16:30 -17:00 Refreshments  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

17:00-18:00 Keynote: Cristiano Codagnone, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya and Milan 
State University  

The rhetoric of disruption: sharing platforms between innovation and regulatory arbitrage 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

18:00-onwards Pub & Dinner 
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Abstracts 
Session 1 Platform capitalism, institutions, and online labour strategies 

Paula Langley, Durham & Andrew Leyshon, Nottingham 

Platform capitalism:  The intermediation and capitalization of digital economic circulation 

A new form of digital economic circulation has emerged, wherein ideas, knowledge, labour 
and use rights for otherwise idle assets move between geographically distributed but 
connected and interactive online communities. Such circulation is apparent across a number 
of digital economic ecologies, including social media, online marketplaces, crowdsourcing, 
crowdfunding and other manifestations of the so-called ‘sharing economy’. Prevailing 
accounts deploy concepts such as ‘co-production’, ‘prosumption’ and ‘peer-to-peer’ to 
explain digital economic circulation as networked exchange relations characterised by their 
disintermediated, collaborative and democratizing qualities. Building from the neologism of 
platform capitalism, we place ‘the platform’ – understood as a distinct mode of socio-
technical intermediary and business arrangement that is incorporated into wider processes of 
capitalization – at the centre of the critical analysis of digital economic circulation. To create 
multi-sided markets and coordinate network effects, platforms enrol users through a 
participatory economic culture and mobilize code and data analytics to compose immanent 
infrastructures. Platform intermediation is also nested in the ex-post construction of a 
replicable business model. Prioritizing rapid up-scaling and extracting revenues from 
circulations and associated data trails, the model performs the structure of venture capital 
investment which capitalizes on the potential of platforms to realize monopoly rents.  

Jacob Matthews & Vincento Rouzé, Paris 8, Cemti 

Cultural crowdsourcing and crowdfunding platforms: Strategies, usages, labour  

Our presentation will be based on results from the « Collab » research program, led by V. 
Rouzé, which focuses on the analysis of cultural crowdsourcing and crowdfunding platforms 
in France, the United States, as well as in South America and Africa. Our key research 
hypothesis is that these  devices represent vectors of socio-economic experimentation, both on 
national and international  levels, and are of interest to industrial players as well as public 
institutions. Our analysis considers how these platforms impact the production chain, labour 
management, and shifts in the figures of the citizen, artist and consumer. We will mainly be 
focusing here on three points: the ambiguities of the notion of work/labour as seen from 
collaborative platforms, the concrete tasks performed by project carriers, and the diverse ways 
in which platforms interfere within the production cycle. 

Alex Wood, Oxford Internet Institute  

Online gig work: understanding the institutions and mobilizations of online labour platforms 

There is much concern regarding the growth of so called ‘gig work’ and the potential 
consequences for job quality and labour conditions. For instance, the growth of online labour 
platforms has been argued to fragment work, increase casualisation and the undermine the 
standard employment relationship (De Stefano, 2016). Standing (2016) even claims that the 
growth of gig work is an important element leading to the precarisation of class structures. It 
has been predicted that within the next decade one in three labour transactions will be 
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mediated by online platforms (Standing, 2015). Globally, 48 million workers are estimated to 
have registered with online labour platforms which facilitate online gig work (Kuek et al., 
2015). Yet such gig work includes a wide variety of work. Even the subsection of online gig 
work, which is focused upon the provision of informational services, ranges from data entry 
to software programming. In fact, little is known of the true extent and task content of online 
gig work (Kässi & Lehdonvirta 2016). For example, conventional measures of employment 
published by statistical agencies and labour market organizations are ill suited to capturing 
online work (Sundararajan 2014). Our understanding is even more limited when it comes to 
the sociomateriality of the practices which constitute digital gig work. In particular, online 
labour platforms are societally disembedded from the institutional frameworks of national 
labour markets (Wood et al., 2016). Yet they are by no means simply unregulated service 
markets. Through the combination of programme code and softer norms, online labour 
platforms feature their own rules and constraints. But these online labour platform institutions 
and the processes by which they are constituted remains a black box. Moreover, workers 
collective voice and action have traditionally played an important role in shaping labour 
market and workplace institutions (Burawoy, 1985; Rubery et al. 2002). It is less clear how in 
a global digital gig economy, spatially and temporally fragmented and nationally and 
occupationally segmented workers can successfully organize to pursue their interests. Nor 
how they can successfully bring their grievances to bear upon disembedded platforms 
predominantly headquartered in Silicon Valley. The iLabour project seeks to address these 
gaps in our knowledge through a multidisciplinary and mixed methods approach. In this 
paper we first flesh out the gaps in our theoretical understanding of online gig work and how 
it is organized through online labour platforms. We then elucidate our empirical approach to 
filling these gaps.  

 

Session 2 Exploitation, audience, and low-income service work 

Michael Dieter, Warwick  

De-scripting the platform: The user-journey as ordering device 
 
This paper expands on the conceptual repertoire on platformisation by highlighting the 
significance of experience design patterns or techniques. The latter typically arise as software 
developers negotiate technical protocols and standards; they are elaborated as ‘rules of 
thumb’ for dealing with quite specific issues – screen layout, placement of buttons (‘Sign 
Up’, ‘Search’, ‘Like’), color encoding, form design (‘Name’, ‘Password’, ‘Email’) – but also 
more complex and far-reaching concerns like the ordering of sequential actions or 
optimization of affect. By highlighting these techniques, my paper aims to extend existing 
critical approaches to platformisation that rely on legal terminology and marketing discourses 
(Gillespie 2010) or empirical inquiries into medium-specificity (Helmond 2015) by 
considering how experience is ordered through corporate platforms.In support of this 
methodological premise, my paper considers ‘the user journey’ as one significant ordering 
device of platform capitalism. It briefly traces how this patterning technique has arisen at the 
intersection of service design, human-computer interaction and information architecture, and 
has been significantly transformed in relation to locative smart devices connected to cloud 
services. My presentation then illustrates this technique in practice through controversies 
attached to the user-journey of AirBnB, including recent widely reported cases of 
discrimination (Murphy 2016). In this discussion, I critically rework and update earlier 
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conceptions of configuring the user (Woolgar 1991) and technical de-scription (Akrich 1992; 
Suchman 2007) in science and technology studies in light of the socialization of exchange by 
‘the sharing economy.’ My conclusion finally underscores the need for further research into 
the socio-technical expediencies of design patterns, especially in support of cooperative or re-
decentralized platform alternatives (Scholz & Schneider 2016). 
 
Baruch Gottlieb, UdK (Berlin University of the Arts) 

Digital rentierism and audience territory 

The Internet promised to provide for the emergence of an exchange of knowledge and 
experience and for egalitarian intellectual collaboration at unprecedented scales and 
modalities.  Instead experience of the Internet is increasingly monopolized by few major 
commercial platforms who employ various forms of IP law and pseudo-legal terms of use rules 
to control, channel and generate value from their privilege.  In other words the panacea was a 
chimera, a useful chimera of paradigmatic otherness which has transfixed governments and 
governed into “taking everything online”. This paper will review the historical conditions 
which prevented the emergence of a radically egalitarian social realm on the 
Internet.   Extending from Smythe’s “audience commodity”, with Ursula Huws’ and Christian 
Fuchs’ extension of the theory to understand user online interactions as forms of labour within 
capitalism, this paper employs Michael Hudson’s “neo-feudal” model to propose “audience 
territory” under rentier capitalism as the dominant economic mode of the data society and life 
online.  

Niels van Doom, Amsterdam 

Platform labor: On the gendered, racialized, and classed exploitation of low-income service 
work in the on-demand economy 

This theoretical analysis (forming the groundwork for future ethnographic research) deals 
with the gendered, racialized, and classed distribution of opportunities and vulnerabilities 
associated with the on-demand economy. This economy is embedded in, and forms an 
intensification of, the neoliberal assault on labor that has been taking shape over the past four 
decades. This assault has had particularly severe outcomes with respect to the livelihoods of 
low-income workers, many of whom are women and people of color. On-demand platforms 
operate as labor market intermediaries whose algorithmic infrastructures enforce a mode of 
production that exacerbates the precarious conditions of these workers. They do so in three 
distinct yet interrelated ways: (1) by bolstering the immunity of clients and platform owners; 
(2) by expanding techniques of control over workers; (3) thereby orchestrating a pervasive 
sense of superfluity and fungibility with respect to this labor force, whose members are 
rendered interchangeable, excessive, and disposable. These disciplinary and biopolitical 
techniques are far from post-racial or gender-neutral: they actively draw on earlier modes of 
controlling and exploiting racially feminized service work, whose colorblind make-over as an 
investment in entrepreneurial futurity serves to hide the extent to which this labor is further 
subjected to algorithmic rationalization according to the just-in-time logic of on-demand 
market imperatives. Ethnographic research and grassroots organizing should be combined to 
generate digital and physical infrastructures dedicated to revaluation, autonomy, and 
solidarity. These infrastructures should draw on the vernacular skills, knowledges, and 
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networks maintained by marginalized workers – those “others of value” (cf. Lindon Barrett) – 
who thus far have had little leverage when it comes to deciding on the future of labor.                    

Jonathan Ong, Leicester & Pamela Combinido, De La Salle University Philippines 

Digital sweatshops in disaster zones: Local aid workers as techno-apologists 

Techno-optimists have envisaged that digital technologies will provide solutions to traditional 
humanitarian obstacles of unaccountable aid delivery. This paper takes stock on recent 
experiments around humanitarian accountability that use the disaster zone as a beta-testing 
site for innovations that could then be marketed to future buyers. Taking a digital and 
communications labor approach, I show how local aid workers doing lower-status encoding, 
survey and database management work are often used and discarded as quickly as the tech 
they are hired to test. Despite the great insight they can potentially provide due to their 
knowledge of local cultures and proximity to affected communities, techie aid workers 
struggle to overcome workplace hierarchies to effect change. Reporting specifically on the 
Typhoon Haiyan response, this paper reflects on local aid workers’ ambivalence toward the 
tech work that they experienced as precarious and emotionally exhausting but also creative 
and deeply meaningful. 
 
Session 3: Studies in London, Estonia, Sub-Saharan Africa and the UN 
David Chandler, Westminster 
The Political Economy of Global Digital Platformisation: The Twitter/UN Partnership for 
the Sustainable Development Goals  

On 23 September 2016 Twitter and the UN’s Global Pulse announced a partnership that will 
provide the United Nations with access to Twitter’s data tools to support efforts to achieve 
the Sustainable Development Goals. According to the press release, the UN argues that 
Twitter feeds "can help us truly take a real-time pulse on priorities and concerns” to 
strengthen decision-making. What does it mean to “leverage” “real time” “live” public 
information to better inform policies and decisions? And how does this information 
contribute to Development? This paper considers the political economy of a Twitter platform 
partnership project on Flood Mapping in Jakarta, supported by US AID funding and the 
Indonesian government. It argues that the problems of government funding of infrastructure 
and of land evictions are marginalised as flooding becomes seen as an inevitable and natural 
feature of the Anthropocene and the emphasis shifts to the "geo-social networked 
intelligence" of the community itself in the provision of real time information as a strategy of 
an ongoing process of coping. The implications being that the platformisation of development 
imagines the achievement of the SDGs without any change in the structural conditions 
reproducing poverty and vulnerability. 

Zena Wood, Greenwich 

Assessing the impact of digitisation on the local transport network in London 

There is much concern regarding the growth of so called ‘gig work’ and the potential 
consequences for job quality and labour conditions. For instance, the growth of online labour 
platforms has been argued to fragment work, increase casualisation and the undermine the 
standard employment relationship (De Stefano, 2016). Standing (2016) even claims that the 
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growth of gig work is an important element leading to the precarisation of class structures. It 
has been predicted that within the next decade one in three labour transactions will be 
mediated by online platforms (Standing, 2015). Globally, 48 million workers are estimated to 
have registered with online labour platforms which facilitate online gig work (Kuek et al., 
2015). Yet such gig work includes a wide variety of work. Even the subsection of online gig 
work, which is focused upon the provision of informational services, ranges from data entry 
to software programming. In fact, little is known of the true extent and task content of online 
gig work (Kässi & Lehdonvirta 2016). For example, conventional measures of employment 
published by statistical agencies and labour market organizations are ill suited to capturing 
online work (Sundararajan 2014). Our understanding is even more limited when it comes to 
the sociomateriality of the practices which constitute digital gig work. In particular, online 
labour platforms are societally disembedded from the institutional frameworks of national 
labour markets (Wood et al., 2016). Yet they are by no means simply unregulated service 
markets. Through the combination of programme code and softer norms, online labour 
platforms feature their own rules and constraints. But these online labour platform institutions 
and the processes by which they are constituted remains a black box. Moreover, workers 
collective voice and action have traditionally played an important role in shaping labour 
market and workplace institutions (Burawoy, 1985; Rubery et al. 2002). It is less clear how in 
a global digital gig economy, spatially and temporally fragmented and nationally and 
occupationally segmented workers can successfully organize to pursue their interests. Nor 
how they can successfully bring their grievances to bear upon disembedded platforms 
predominantly headquartered in Silicon Valley. The iLabour project seeks to address these 
gaps in our knowledge through a multidisciplinary and mixed methods approach. In this 
paper we first flesh out the gaps in our theoretical understanding of online gig work and how 
it is organized through online labour platforms. We then elucidate our empirical approach to 
filling these gaps.  

Stéphane Costantini, Paris 13, Labsic & Jacob Matthews, Paris 8, Cemti 

The deployment of digital intermediation platforms in Sub-saharan Africa: strategies, 
struggles, alternatives 

Our presentation is based on the preliminary results of research carried out within the 
« Collab » research program on Sub-saharan Africa, where we have studied the emergence of 
digital intermediation players specialising in the field of collaborative cultural production and 
funding. Fieldwork undertaken in Ethiopia and Senegal has allowed us to consider the 
strategies and usages associated with endogenous players, as well as diaspora-based and 
external platforms (in many cases linked to large Western communications corporations). To 
what extent do these strategies and usages represent a transplantation of dominant rationales 
associated with the “creative industries” paradigm? How do they integrate or adapt to 
vernacular social funding mechanisms? Are they marked by the development of novel social 
and cultural development tools, enabling a diversification of cultural exchanges and flows?  

Lorraine Weekes, Stanford 

Country as a Service: Estonian e-Residency and the Platformization of the Political 

Estonian e-Residency is an Estonian government initiative that offers anyone, anywhere a 
digital-ID backed by the government of Estonia. Estonian e-residents cannot vote or make 
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claims on Estonian social services, but they can found Estonian companies online and 
consume Estonian digital services. Estonia hopes to recruit 10 million "e-Estonians" by 
2025. e-Residency is billed as a “platform” and the team building it is tasked with recruiting 
not only e-residents, but also private firms that will build services on the e-Residency 
platform; the team's vision is to create an "e-Residency App Store" and Estonian technocrats 
boast that just as Uber has become the world's biggest taxi company without owning a single 
taxi, e-Residency will be enable Estonia to become the world's biggest country with only 1.3 
million residents. In this presentation, I draw on 9 months of institutional ethnography with 
the team building e-Residency to explore e-Residency’s “platformization” of government 
services, e.g. registering or closing a company, identification. I argue that even as e-
Residency’s main selling point is the individualizing digital-identification service it offers, 
the political/economic subject produced by the techno-legal apparatus of e-Residency is 
profoundly dividualistic and defined by his or her economic exchanges with Estonian 
corporations and actors. 

 

Keynote Session 
 
Cristiano Codagnone, Oberta de Catalunya and Milan State Universities  
 
The rhetoric of disruption: sharing platforms between innovation and regulatory arbitrage 
 
The sharing economy is surrounded by conceptual ambiguity and highly rhetorical discourses 
on their alleged benefits and costs, including their potential for economic and social 
innovation. In my talk I will provide some conceptual clarifications and deconstruct opposing 
rhetoric in order to consider the extent to which sharing platform in general, and those 
enabling the digitalised exchange of labour, do represent an innovation or rather thrive on 
regulatory arbitrage given that they do not face the same rules and regulations as other 
traditional players. The contribution to job creation as opposed to job precarisation and 
polarisation, as well as the potential effects on fairness and  equality, will be discussed in 
view of both the available empirical evidence and of the main theoretical hypothesis about 
robotisation and the alleged emergence of Industry 4.0. Finally, in view of the current 
European debate on the social right pillar, the issue of social policies and social protection for 
the workers of the sharing economy will be considered 
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Original Call for Papers  

The paradox of the sharing/collaborative economy, defined simultaneously as part of 
capitalist production, but also an alternative to it, is complicated further by the fact that 
contemporary research into the political economy of platformisation relies mostly on 
platforms’ own data and has been produced by platforms themselves or in dependent 
collaboration with, due to the proprietary attitude platforms have about their data. The owners 
of platforms rely on future regulatory decisions, which are set to be fought in parliaments, in 
courts and on the streets.  

Despite the obvious differentiation between large privately own gig economy platforms and 
smaller cooperativist style community-oriented platforms and the various in-between 
modalities, the management of internal and external labour is not a mere exercise in 
producing value, as it not only affects structural conditions cutting across industrial sectors, 
but it also produces particular ideological and cultural production  discourses, currently 
involving the recuperation of the commons and community as moral justification registers.  

The role of the state and capital in backing non-profit platforms as providers of public 
service, making up what the state cannot provide and corporations can redeem as social 
responsibility tokens, is a red herring concealing the dismantling of local work forces into 
transnational online labour markets, which are unregulated in terms of liability, taxation, 
insurance and social protection.   

In relation to the innovation vs. social justice debate in platformisation politics, the promise 
of objective algocratic governance through appeals to the magic of algorithms (search, 
coordination and transaction cost reduction) has so far failed to deliver increased employment 
and enhanced productivity, whilst new labour laws are radicalising workers across the globe, 
struggling against unsustainable capital accumulation relied upon unicorn notions of an 
environmentally conscious circular economy. 

In this context, the colloquium invites contributions which investigate online labour markets, 
workers’  socio-demographic  profiles,  employment  status, histories,  earnings,  motivations,  
how  they  consider  the  choice  between  gig  and  other forms of work and how they assess 
the experience of working for digital labour markets, as well as issues of control, algorithm 
management, and working conditions through qualitative  in-depth  studies, quantitative 
studies , or work that looks more specifically at regulations and labour law for these new 
forms of employment across sectors and particularly in the creative industries (see ‘Toward a 
Research Agenda’ in Cristiano Codagnone, Fabienne Abadie and Federico Biagi, 2016, The 
Future of Work in the Sharing Economy, Joint Research Centre, Science for Policy Report, 
European Commission, p.59). 

We welcome both academic and non-academic paper presenters and participants. 

The Colloquium brings together scholar-activists to Leicester from Paris, Barcelona, Berlin 
and across the UK, with extended invitations to developing countries with eye to emerging 
digital economies.  

Drawing from the Workshop ‘The Collaborative Economy, Cultural Production and the 
Commons’ at UOC in Barcelona in June 2016 (organised by researchers from Barcelona UOC, 
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Bordeaux 3, Leicester, Lorraine, and Paris 8), the colloquium is set to more broadly address, 
the following areas of discussion: 

x The euphoria surrounding the sharing economy is that is socially connected, more 
transparent, fairer and lower-carbon. 

x The debate surrounding the ‘sharing economy’, as to whether it will deliver prosperity 
with the creation of more flexible work opportunities to more people or contribute to 
the dismantling of the social contract under neoliberal capitalism. 

x The role of the sharing economy in the “superficial” legitimisation of contemporary 
capitalism, and potentially to the effective redesigning of real processes of exploitation 
and domination. 

x The impact of Uberization on local economies and the labor market force wherein they 
operate. 

x Alternative value creation models geared toward the commons and new digital 
economic and organizational forms resisting the inequalities reproduced by corporate 
players of the sharing economy. 

x How crowdsourcing and crowdfunding platforms operate from the point of view of 
their industrial strategies and potential changes in production cycles. 

x What (potentially new) forms of labour organisation they imply and how they may 
contribute to a shift from the figure of the consumer towards that of an amateur-
producer-consumer.  

x Whether they contribute to cultural democratisation and diversification or, on the 
contrary, if they reinforce global, industrial norms, in the guise of user and citizen 
empowerment. 

x How these new modes of production and funding are legitimised, with regard to the 
media representations they bring about, their uptake by public and corporate 
institutions. 

x What opportunities these platforms offer for socio-economical experimentation, both 
on national and international levels, and how this is of interest to corporate players, 
public bodies and third sector players, notably with regard to the broader questions of 
the collaborative economy and commons-based modes of governance. 

 

 

 


