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Fuchs’ Critical Theory of Communication aims to provide a cultural materialist position
that would serve as the foundation for a dialectical critical theory of communication that
goes beyond the writings of Habermas. His strategy for implementing this is by setting
into play the Frankfurt School — that does not, except for Habermas, say much about
communication — with the broader Marxist tradition whose key figures have contributed
to a critically engaging theory of culture. The further work that needs to be done is to
address with the world of digital communication insofar as these form part of the con-
temporary capitalist landscape of exploitation and repression.
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Lukacs plays a central role in Fuchs’ project because he outlines a critical theory of
society and capitalism that examines the relationship between work and culture, labour
and ideology and, in relation to the media, an analysis of communication and language.
Central to understanding, Lukacs is the concept of ‘conscious teleological positing’
whereby subjective intentions bring about changes in the objective world. These changes
occur in the spheres of both the economy and culture, but, in particular, they enable us to
understand how cultural work has also branched out into digital work (digital media
technologies, digital content, digital data organise into specific social relations) with
digital labour as the alienation of those involved in digital work.

Fuchs also draws attention to Lukacs’ concept of ideology showing how cultural work
entails the production of ideologies, that is, ideological labour. The basis of an ideologi-
cal production is the experience of humans within specific labour processes and work
conditions. Fuchs argues that a new ideology has been produced by the ‘capitalist
Internet’” where the apparent accessibility and use by people masks its function as a com-
modity and medium for the accumulation of capital.

In his treatment of Adorno, Fuchs’ point of departure is the rejection of the common-
place view that Adorno was a pessimist who saw no alternative to instrumental reason
with the result that political activism is rendered pointless. The further aim of this chapter
is to show that Adorno’s texts can be utilised to provide the foundations of a critical
theory of knowledge.

Adorno is critical of Lukacs’ aesthetics that conceived of true art as socialist realism
because it mirrored an objective reality that described social problems in a specific form.
Adorno rejected this view of art as instrumental, favouring instead abstract, experimental
art forms as well as the notion of an autonomous knowledge of art. The generalisation
from aesthetics to knowledge is formulated by Adorno’s concept of aesthetics as a dia-
lectical relationship between art and reality. Likewise, knowledge involves a relationship
between subject/object, society/nature, economic/non-economic work and so on. In the
constitution, production and reproduction of knowledge, the dialectic unfolds as a pro-
cess of identity and non-identity, with an identity defined in relation to an Other but the
Other is also, defined in relation to another Other.

In contemporary society, the dialectic is played out in the conflicts between those
forces of ideology/domination and the forces of emancipation. The problem is that the
imbalance between them in terms of access to resources makes the diffusion of emanci-
patory knowledge very difficult. The value of Adorno, for Fuchs is that in his texts, we
find a way of challenging the instrumental logic of the capitalist world by developing a
dialectical critical knowledge of society.

In relation to other critical theorists, Marcuse seems neglected, even though his
Marxist theory of society analysed conflicts in the spheres of politics, economics and
culture. For Fuchs, Marcuse is an especially vital thinker for the analysis of the Internet
and digital media, given that the more celebrated of the Frankfurt School members did
not sufficiently engage in questions concerning the relationship between technology and
society.

While Marcuse’s writings antedate the arrival of social media platforms, Fuchs uti-
lises his concepts to reveal the contradictions, class struggles and ideologies taking place
within the current capitalist appropriation of social media. The interesting point is that
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social media can also remind us of an alternative socialist way of life that emphasises
co-operation rather than competition. In addition, at an ideological level, the ruse of capi-
talism is such that the models of co-operation and sharing that the social media loudly
proclaim only serve to hide systems of domination and exploitation. This is why within
a capitalist society that is structured along class lines, social media can never achieve the
ideal of being truly social and co-operative.

For Fuchs, it is important to realise the dialectics of social media where, on one hand,
these media are invaluable tools for social activism, but, on the other hand, these same
media are tools for the surveillance and control of activists. The best solution would be
that of creating alternative media — in opposition to Google, Facebook and so on — where
it is the users who manage and control them. Media reforms, for Fuchs, constitute the
urgent task for our times.

The central concept in Honneth’s critical philosophy is that of recognition and this is
manifested in the relations of love, equality and achievement. When humans in a society
are recognized, they feel respected, and if not, disrespected: family and friends provide
emotional support, legal rights provide cognitive respect and communities of solidarity
provide social esteem. In his later work, Honneth replaces the third realm of value with
that of the economy.

Fuchs points out Honneth’s principle of ‘moral monism’ is crucial insofar as moral
recognition operates as an underlying principle for all spheres of society. This is impor-
tant because it provides a yardstick for measuring whether existing forms of recogni-
tion are adequate or not. What Honneth’s account teaches us is that humans are both
social and moral beings.

Honneth’s theory of recognition is derived from his reformulation of Lukacs theory of
reification and alienation, but Fuchs argues that in the world of digital media, alienation
has become more complex and subtle. He takes Facebook as his example given that it is
one of the most popular social media sites with users interacting with their contacts, shar-
ing and commenting on their and other posts. One of its key features is that different
people who participate in various activities are brought together. But, as Fuchs points out,
Facebook is not an innocent platform that promotes solidarity and collaboration: it is in
fact an advertising agency that seeks to maximise its profits. In addition, Fuchs shows
how Facebook can be understood from the perspective of Honneth’s subjective, intersub-
jective and objective forms of alienation that cut across the three spheres of society.

For Fuchs, the only solution to reversing digital exploitation and exploitation in con-
temporary digital culture is through social struggles that aim to appropriate the Internet
and return it to its users.

The influence of Habermas upon critical theory and in particular his identification of
communication as a key resource towards the formulation of a critical theory of society
has been extensive. Fuchs argues that Habermas’ distinction between purposive action
that is oriented towards success and communicative action that is oriented towards
understanding is not as sharp as Habermas believes. When later, Habermas introduces
the concept of teleology and distinguishes between strategic action and instrumental
action with the former describing actions that have a purpose within a social context, and
the latter as having a purpose in a non-social context, their opposition to communicative
action is retained as foundational for a fair society based on mutual understanding.
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Fuchs’ central disagreement with Habermas is that communication is idealised as
though it is the panacea for all the ills within the capitalistic system. Communication is
neither morally pure nor necessarily emancipatory and it has also been utilised to support
an entrenched system of domination.

Taking Habermas as a point of departure, Fuchs develops the concept of communication
to distinguish between communication at work and the work of communication: the former
describes communication as a mode of understanding the world and others, while the latter
describes the productive aspect of communication, that is, humans as social beings who
produce meanings together that become sentences, texts, discourses and so on.

While many celebrate the contemporary digital world as an exciting new world of
freedom without limits, Fuchs’ text is a timely wakeup call that should alert us that such
an understanding is superficial at the very least. The popularity of digital culture and, in
particular, social media sites ignores the fact that digital culture is still predominantly a
capitalist culture of domination and exploitation that is grounded in social class. Reading
Fuchs is therefore a source of hope that runs counter to the (ideological) view perpetu-
ated by some that there is no alternative to capitalism.
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