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The Routledge Companion to Labor and Media

The narrative on new techno-
logies is permeated with lan-
guage that describes them as 
ethereal. In effect, a universe 
of material and concrete ar-
tifacts, and real life human 
beings are blurred and con-
sumed by a symbolic universe 
of “clouds”, “connections” 
and “data centers”. However, 
this universe is only immate-
rial from a techno-optimist 
approach, or a product of nai-
ve imaginations of what new 
technologies actually are. The 
truth is that these clouds, con-
nections or data centers are 
concrete, physical manifesta-
tions, they occupy geographi-
cal space, require millions of 
kilometers of cabling, circuits 
and the infrastructure needed 
to support terabytes of data, 
4G networks and high speed 
internet; they consume ener-
gy and have an impact on the 
environment (Cook, 2012). 
This new technology produ-
ces artifacts that, for however 
much we may have naturali-
zed their use in daily life, lea-
ve a trail, product of their glo-
bal scale production. The trail 

includes manual labor used 
in every stage of production, 
from the extraction of natural 
resources, to the handling (if 
there is any) of techno-junk 
left-over at the end of their 
life-cycle (Vitola, 2011). 

Look at the rechargeable bat-
teries used in our cell phones, 
tablets and portable compu-
ters, look at their life-cycle: 
the vast majority contain co-
balt, and about 60 percent of 
the mineral is extracted ma-
nually from Congolese mines, 
even to the extent of using 
child labor (Frankel, 2016). 
The better part of the com-
panies that exploit and com-
mercialize cobalt are Chinese, 
and China also represents half 
of the world’s production of 
batteries (Patterson & Gold, 
2018). In China you find for 
example, Foxconn, the main 
supplier for all the tech giants, 
and whose factories employ 
thousands upon thousands of 
workers in precarious working 
conditions (Hern, 2017; Mer-
chant, 2017). This means that, 
an electronic device designed 

in Silicon Valley is produced in 
China, with mineral extracted 
from central Africa, and com-
mercialized all over the world. 

In the words of Vincent Mos-
co (2011), on occasion, the 
nature of the work involved in 
the oft called contemporary 
creative industries differs little 
from the conditions the indus-
trial worker of the XIX century 
and early XX was subject to in 
the midst of the industrial re-
volution. This is valid for tho-
se that mine for cobalt, on the 
factory line for electronic as-
sembly of devices that sell for 
US$1,000, or those that built 
the data center for Google 
in Quilicura (Santiago, Chile), 
and extends to poly-functio-
nal and compromised journa-
lists in communication media 
in Norway or Canada, call 
center operatives in Brazil, or 
the unpaid work of online au-
diences. 

The collective works edited by 
Richard Maxwell, The Routle-
dge Companion to Labor and 
Media documents this, dis-
cusses and theorizes this hi-
ghly stratified global vision of 
work in the so called creative 
or info-communicational in-
dustries. The book is divided 
into four sections: the first is 
The Changing Face of Media 
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Labor: Networks, Clouds and 
Digitalized Work; the second 
is Materials and Chemical Im-
pact on Workers and Consu-
mers; the third is titled Media 
labor around the World and 
is the heart of the book. This 
third section discusses the 
type and nature of the work 
involved in the info-commu-
nicational industry all over 
the world, and speculates on 
global trends as well as local 
case studies. The last section 
of the book offers varying 
perspectives on activism, me-
dia organization and the stra-
tegies behind resistance to 
future conditions in the field 
of info-communicational labor 
under the title Activism, Or-
ganization, Worker Resistan-
ce, and Media Labor’s Future; 
the section was inspired by 
the conviction that we must 
explore alternative paths and 
strategies for change (Artz, 
Macek, & Cloud, 2006).   

Due to a lack of space I will 
focus on the first and third 
sections of the book. The first 
places the most emphasis on 
theoretical aspects stemming 
from interactions between 
capitalism, digital technology 
and labor. In this section the 
authors propose denaturali-
zing the supposed distinction 
between intellectual or creati-
ve work versus manual labor. 
What is preferable is re-con-
ceptualizing labor within the 
framework of digital capi-
talism to better understand 
how it is organized (Schiller 
en chap. 1). In the same man-
ner, the digital clouds, that 
are little more than large data 
centers belonging to corpora-

tions such as Amazon or Goo-
gle, should be looked at from 
a perspective that includes 
“their potential benefit to the 
public as well as their risks”, 
the latter such as the concen-
tration of labor to few peo-
ple, damage to the natural 
environment, growing survei-
llance and veneration of big 
data analytics and the diverse 
threats they pose to labor and 
workers (Mosco, 2011, p. 28). 

In the same manner and in 
light of the business models 
employed at Facebook, You-
Tube, Twitter, Weibo, Pinte-
rest, instagram, Blogspot, 
VKontakte, LinkedIn, Tumblr 
and still others, Smyth’s theo-
retical proposal to understan-
ding the role of commodifi-
cation of audiences is both 
clarifying and more current 
than ever (Fuchs in Chap. 4). 
Therefore, understanding 
and updating the 
concept of exploi-
tation (Hesmond-
halgh in Chap. 3) 
is key in a digital 
environment rife 
with 24/7 type 
jobs, permatemps 
(temporary wor-
kers that operate 
permanently) that 
constitute a pre-
cariat in lieu of a 
proletariat, and ex-
pands on previous 
jobs that imply 
self-exploitation 
and independent 
work (Banet-Wei-
ser, 2012; Einstein, 
2012; McChesney, 
2015). 

The third and longest section 
of the book is a treaty on glo-
bal and local trends in the role 
of labor, and worker status in 
digital capitalism. It covers 
areas of work and specific in-
dustries such as the cell pho-
ne industry, communications 
consultants, art, communica-
tions media and journalism 
in local cases in India, China, 
Brazil, the United Kingdom 
and Spain for example. This 
is how this section offers em-
pirical studies on diverse me-
thodologies that provide de-
tailed insight into the issues, 
industrial areas, skillsets or 
specific circumstances su-
rrounding labor, but under the 
lens of global trends intersec-
ting with capitalism, labor and 
new technologies. 

Despite it having been pu-
blished two years ago, this 
book of collective works is 
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fundamental to studies on 
the political economics of 
communications, the history 
of technology, environmental 
studies, and the activism built 
on combinations of the afore-
mentioned fields. As Maxwell 
himself indicates in his intro-
duction: “this is a big book, 
but it’s not a complete work. 
There is simply too much we 
still don’t know regarding me-
dia labor within the far-flung 
reaches and hidden corners of 
the global commodity chain” 
(p. xx). What a good job or 
quality labor would consist of 
in the field of communications 
and technology is in dispute 
and by definition, as Maxwell 
indicates “something to fight 
for” (p. xx).
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