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New Economy, Financialization and 

Social Production in the Web 2.0

Initially, in the 1990s, beginning with the decision to suspend the
ban on the commercial use of the internet and with the introduc-
tion of the Web protocol, the meeting between the New Economy
which the famous “dot.com”s were an expression of and financial
capital was a happy pair. It was an economy of abundant capital
and new labor cultures that developed in these short years from
the mid-nineties to the May 2001 crash and saw a generation of
20 to 30 year olds, mostly North Americans and Northern Euro-
peans, who founded a whole series of micro-businesses in the
empty frontier space opened by internet commercialization. In
this gold-rush atmosphere, these new North American and North-
ern European generations were literally invested by enormous
flows of capital in a kind of generalized gamble that led the mass
of investors to heavily finance a multitude of micro-businesses
based above all on the selling of products and services online.1

The capital that invested in this young workforce was used to
finance labor cultures that were very different from the previous
ones. In fact, during this period, pushed by countercultural
movements tied to the invention of the personal computer, there
was an open polemic with the model of corporate computer labor
à la IBM (suit and tie, the corporation hymn sung in the morn-
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ing all together, the company as family).2 The young entrepre-
neurs and dot.com workers used this capital to finance ludic
cultures, where the classic divisions in the type of labor (with men
responsible for the most part for programming and women
responsible for design and social relations) still persisted, but in
an informal atmosphere that prolonged the soft heterosexuality of
university life (think Douglas Coupland novels, particularly
JPod ).3 While the workplace atmosphere become ludic and more
informal, wages as fixed income were integrated into a participa-
tion of variable income constituted by rent earned through stock
actions. Sprinkled by a potent flow of financial capital—also in
mutation—hardly anyone seemed to care that the rhythm of dig-
ital labor made agreements and compromises like those of
videogames (see for example the traumatic and theatric un/mask-
ing of the true “boss” in Lars Von Trier’s 2006 film Direktøren for
det hele [The Boss of it All]) and that the wages of the most part
of new media employees were much lower than those of tradi-
tional media workers.4 Under this financializational push,
schizophrenically, a new labor culture emerged that, as noted by
Andrew Ross, absorbed the refusal to work and transformed it
into a new modality of labor that partially accounted for the
needs for liberty and informality that had come from the prece-
dent cycle of social struggles, imported the partial dissolution of
the borders between life-time and work-time from academic and
university labor and, in many cases, an entrepreneurship that
combined self-education and self-exploitation.5

In the May 2001 crash, the so-called “dot.con” bubble clam-
orously popped, and for a moment it seemed that the New
Economy—that dream of diffused financial liquidity able to sus-
tain a new way to work and produce—had vanished. Was this the
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scrapping of general intellect, as Franco Berardi sustained at the
time, in favor of returning to a war economy, with its new police
and security inflection, catalyzed by September 11th?6

Yet, the 2001 crash didn’t so much mark the end of the New
Economy, but rather its re-calibration. The process of financial-
ization re-invested in the internet, but on new bases. It was, using
the discourse of the New Economy guru Tim O’Reilly, a remodel-
ing of investments towards a selection and an individualization of
the new cultural and technological tendencies, and of the new eco-
nomic models capable of building a “new New Economy” out of
the net.7 Enough with the simple re-mediation of economic mod-
els imported from the Old World, it was a matter of reflecting on
what were the innovative economic models in the web. The key
words in the post-crash New Economy were “social web” or “web
2.0.” Web 2.0 businesses, O’Reilly says, all have something in
common. Their success is based on their ability to attract masses
of users who create a world of social relations on the basis of the
platforms/environments made available by sites like Friendster,
Facebook, Flickr, Myspace, SecondLife and Blogger. Nonetheless,
O’Reilly underscores, the web 2.0 is not limited to these new plat-
forms, but also involves applications like Google, in the extent to
which they manage to harness and valorize user browsing; or other
applications that again allow the extraction of surplus value from
common actions like linking a site, flagging a blog post, modify-
ing software, and so forth. Even Amazon, which first seemed like
a simple bookstore re-mediation, survived the dot.com crash
because, according to O’Reilly, it adopted a web 2.0 model. Ama-
zon.com doesn’t only sell books, but organizes the publication of
reviews written by users about the books for sale and uses algo-
rithms that, starting from the selection and acquisitions of the
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users, are able to regroup and connect similar publications to then
propose “suggestions” to site visitors.

The web 2.0 is a winning model for investors since it harness-
es, incorporates and valorizes users’ social and technological labor.
The frontier of innovation of the capitalist valorization process in
the New Economy is the “marginalization of waged labor and the
valorization of free [user] labor,” which is to say an unpaid and
undirected labor, but which is nonetheless controlled.8 It’s about
attracting and individuating not only this “free labor” but also, in
some way, variate possible forms of surplus value able to capitalize
on diffused desires of sociality, expression and relation.9 In this
model, the production of profit for a business through the indi-
viduation and capture of “lateral” surplus value (selling
advertising, the property and sale of data produced by user activi-
ty, the capacity to attract financial investments on the base of the
visibility and the prestige of new global brands like Google and
Facebook). In numerous cases, the surplus value lies in the savings
of the cost of labor in that it is “externalized” to the users (like the
externalization of videogame evaluation and beta-testing or user
technical assistance).10 For example, in Italy the mobile telephone
company “3” has in all effects externalized technical assistance to
a community of experts that answer user questions.11 In exchange
for their participation, the user-collaborators receive some type of
more or less immaterial return (being a part of a community or
social network; or, much more materially, having access to credit
and various free products).12

The web 2.0, therefore, in its business version, seems to move
on a terrain that is common to another movement in computer net-
works, the movement of social production or “peer to peer” (p2p).
The p2p movement explores the possibility to create an economy
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based on the mechanisms of social production in the net that is
autonomous from the mechanisms of the valorization of capital, but
not necessarily antagonistic to social production valorized by the
capitalist organization of the web 2.0. The p2p movement main-
tains that it is possible to put into act forms of voluntary
cooperation organized in the net able to give life to a new partici-
pative economy outside of the juridic system of individual property.

The idea of evolution is central in some forms of discussion
and exposition of the p2p principles, and it is often posed explic-
itly against an antagonistic interpretation of social production
from the Marxist tradition.13 The evolutionist motif is preferred to
antagonism and is used to sustain the possibility of thinking of the
economy as an ecological system, that would allow for, at least at
first, the coexistence of different forms of productive organization
and social cooperation valorization that can coexist side by side, at
least until the day when the success of p2p will render other forms
of economic organization obsolete.14 The p2p movement aims at
developing autonomous financial tools (like a network of donators
for example) or the production of new types of money able make
up the income of those that participate in it.

Thus, the strategy would seem like a partial “escape” from the
capitalist economy that however doesn’t exclude cohabitation and
parasitism, able to, for example, take advantage of moments of
“crisis” like the present one to impose the effectiveness of its mod-
els. A criticism that can be made against the p2p movement, in
some way tied to the refusal of conflict as a determining element
of the relation between p2p and the capitalist economy, is that it
tends to produce a model of social cooperation mechanisms that
is paradoxically poor from the point of view of the integration
between the subjectivities that participate in it.
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Sometimes this is translated, like in the exemplary case of an
often cited and appreciated text on p2p, The Wealth of Networks:
How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom by the
jurist Yochai Benkler, in readapting the idea of the classic econo-
my’s invisible market hand, that this time becomes the invisible
hand of social cooperation miraculously able to assure the har-
monic production of common wealth starting from the interplay
of individual interests.15

1. The Internet’s Guilt and Model Financing

The fundamental problem (and the fundamental resource) of the
New Economy is therefore social cooperation, but a cooperation
that crosses numerous degrees of sociality and activity, starting
with the “lowest” level constituted by the simple cumulative
action of clicking a site or searching for multimedia materials up
to a “higher” level like open source software production.16 In this
sense, it is possible to individuate an abstract line that crosses the
“new New Economy” of the web 2.0 and the mass financialization
of the 1990s through to the new millennium. What seems to be
fundamental in theorizing and reflecting upon the new network
economy and the standard financing of micro-operators is the
problem of the multiplication of interactions and individual
choices able to produce surplus value. Such interactions are dis-
persed outside of capital’s commanding capacities but nonetheless
inside a more or less experimental logic of control.

It is significative that in the hottest days of the financial crisis
that hit the global markets in October 2008, Newsweek, in an edi-
torial entitled “The First Disaster of the Internet Age,” turned the
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reflectors on computer networks in general, accusing them of
being among those responsible for the catastrophe.17

Here, it is worthwhile to go over what the argumentation is
according to which the Newsweek editorial attributed the respon-
sibility for the financial crisis to the internet. The editorial makes
an explicit attack against the president of the US Federal Reserve,
Alan Greenspan, who, before the dot.com financial crisis of 2001,
had maintained that the internet would have transformed finance,
making a “re-allocation of risk” possible through the “creation,
valuation and exchange of complex financial products on a global
base.”18 Newsweek reproached Greenspan for not having foreseen
how breaking up financial products (like the famous subprimes)
would have created problems for the valuation of titles, triggering
a search for cash that went beyond any rational valuation of titles
and thus igniting the fuse of the future credit crisis.

For Newsweek, while it is true that the internet lowered transac-
tion costs, it also “contaminated” financial capital insofar as it
promiscuously grafted it into a new type of sociality, that of the web
2.0. The web 2.0 isn’t explicitly cited by the article, but it is signifi-
cant how the criticism brought forth by Newsweek against internet
financing repeats what has become a common place criticism of the
web 2.0, which is the fact that it often leads to the production of
closed worlds, or the so-called “echo chambers,” spaces, that is,
where it is possible to confront oneself with similar people, closing
oneself off in group narcissism from relations with different view-
points.19 It is within these echo chambers that the Newsweek
editorial identifies spaces of aggregation of “builders of exotic new
products for the now $668 trillion […] derivatives market.”20

Likewise, instead of rendering markets more democratic and
transparent, the internet would have also created a “fog of data”
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that would have helped some wiseguys on Wall Street to derail the
global economy as easily as playing a videogame. If the dot.com
financial crisis had been, all in all, an adolescent internet crisis,
now it is the “first financial crisis of the mature internet age—a
crisis caused in large part by the tightly coupled technologies that
now undergird the financial system and our society as a whole.”21

The internet would have therefore brought on an intolerable
multiplication of the number of economic operators whose joint
behavior lacks that intrinsic rationality that permits the market to
correctly assess commercial value. On the other hand, the ease
with which it became possible to buy and sell shares exponential-
ly multiplied the number of transactions that became practically
untraceable and consequently increased market volatility. This
interaction with the screen was also identified by an important
scholar of financial markets, Karin Knorr Cetina, as a fundamen-
tal component of financial markets that fundamentally distinguish
it from other market models like anthropologic ones based on gifts
and those based on the production of consumer markets.22 Finan-
cial markets would then be based on a particular visual or scopic
system, where the market becomes “fully visible on the screen—as
a whole of pieces subjected to rapid, interchangeable, altogether
contextualized changes” on which to act through a whole series of
financial tools.” As a result, financial markets produce, for Knorr
Cetina, a “global inter-subjectivity that comes from the character-
istics of these markets as reflexively observed by the participants
on their computer screens in an immediacy, synchronicity and
temporal continuity.”23

According to Newsweek’s editorial, this global inter-subjectivi-
ty driven by computer screens gave life to a “shadow-banking
system” that, in 2007, was as big as the traditional one. What hap-
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pened in the financial markets after the year 2000 was an inter-
subjectivity not merely global, but also porous in respect to web
2.0 cultures, inserted in Facebook’s social networks, influenced by
the most famous bloggers’ evaluations, that communicated
through instant messaging tools like MSN used to conclude finan-
cial transactions. For Newsweek, the internet allowed for the
proliferation of the “invention” of new financial tools in the same
way in which it had facilitated technological innovation and at the
same time made the financing of derivatives a kind of cross
between “gossip and videogames […].

Trivial conversations over instant messaging can mutate into
trades. Everything gets flattened, with chatter about the weather
right alongside setting up a $100 million default swap. What mat-
ters when everything looks the same and is bookended with a
happy face?”24

Newsweek concludes sustaining the necessity of another level
of technological innovation, wishing for the creation of a new
interface for financial operators on the web, a kind of electronic
dashboard with quadrants able to indicate, through a color-coded
system (curiously similar to the alert system created by the Bush
administration to warn the population about the risks of terrorist
attacks) that can facilitate the evaluation of financial markets.25 In
short, a new web protocol for finance capable of rendering com-
munication transparent and in some way disciplining, through a
correct evaluation, the irrational euphoria of financial operators.

The proposal to create a “financial dashboard” for the web
would therefore discipline mass financial transactions, making
them transparent through a new technological mediation and
defusing the dangerous convergence between the social web of
bloggers, Facebook, MSN and Myspace with finance. So, the
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“dashboard” would add to another fundamental way in which
computers become a part of the financial market assemblage, tied
to the necessity of building a market “meaning” that can somehow
make the chaotic dynamics of multiple interactions globally com-
prehensible and significant, as it would function in the realtime of
distributed electronic communication. Actually, the “sense” of the
market is increasingly constructed on the level of the formation of
public opinion, like the aggregated meaning, nevertheless intelli-
gible, of an ideal entity able to emit definite signals on what its
perceptions, sensations and affects are. The post-crisis financial
market is a market that, in newspapers and television reports, is
capable of emotions like fear, anxiety, and panic, that trusts or
doesn’t trust, and that, put synthetically, reacts like a single body
to the signals that come from economic indexes, political state-
ments and consumer behaviors.

For some financial operators, this global sense that the “finan-
cial dashboard” on one hand and the public opinion machine on
the other attempt to take from the market comes from the use of
econometric models and simulations. For example, “risk man-
agers,” a specialized group of financial operators with technical
skills and higher pay than simple operators, widely use statistical
models and stochastic simulations taken from mathematicians and
physicists from the ex-Soviet Bloc and India and now converted
for use in the economy.26 For example, the Black-Scholes model
represents financial products over time, or the famous Monte
Carlo, which Nassim Nicholas Taleb, a Lebanese professor of the
“science of uncertainty” at the University of Massachusetts
(Amherst) and discretely successful “risk manager” on Wall Street,
speaks about his editorial success Fooled by Randomness: The Hid-
den Role of Chance in Life and in the Markets.27 In fact, the Monte
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Carlo simulator, originally developed by physicists at Los Alamos
to study the chain reactions of the atom, can simulate a whole
series of scenarios over time, determining a series of “evolutive
paths” within a “phase-space” that can determine the possible vari-
ations of highly volatile market prices.28

Inspired by the work of the economist Robert Schiller, author
of Irrational Exuberance, and famous for having doubted, already
in the early ’80s, the “efficient market” model,29 Taleb relates price
trends, which is to say the way in which the various scenarios deal-
ing with price trends can vary according to the Monte Carlo
simulation, not only to statistical and physical factors, but also
behaviors, conducts and even physiological reactions of stock mar-
ket operators. For example, Taleb stresses the importance of
emotional kicks, the emotional sea-saw and the consequent shifts
in the chemical state of the operators’ body as a result of their con-
tinual exposure to market highs and lows.

What these models aim to simulate, maybe in vain, is there-
fore the behavior of an assemblage, that of the financial markets,
that encompasses a multitude of variables and cultures like the
social web and MSN instantaneous messaging cultures, mathe-
matical and physical cultures dedicated to financial advising, and
even the culture of financial operators in global cities like London,
New York and Tokyo. Let’s take, for example, the culture of the
financial operators in the City of London, close to fundamental
places of the English New Economy of Hoxton and Shoreditch.

Every weekday, a mass of deathly pale men in suits and ties
pour from buses, trains and subways into the zone around the Liv-
erpool Street station, only to reemerge eight or nine hours later in
the bars and pubs of Old Street, Brick Lane, London Bridge,
Clerkenwell Road and Hoxton Square in the search for extreme
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highs and mercenary erotic experiences. For those who live in the
areas neighboring the City (populations of artists, New Economy
workers and African and Middle-Eastern ethnic minorities), the
City operators are a particularly noisy and visible presence in the
evenings and weekends, when they can be seen going in and out
of night clubs to meet up in smoked-glass limousines (inside
which the consummation of sex sprinkled with champagne and
cocaine are easily intuited) around Hackney Road’s strip clubs.30

Adding another variable to the physiology of the financial mar-
kets, the surplus testosterone produced by these nocturnal
activities actually makes the financial operator, according to a
study by the Department of Physiology Development in Neuro-
science of University of Cambridge, more efficient.31 Here we
might ask ourselves what uses these high levels of testosterone will
be put to in the new working sector for financial operators that
have lost their jobs following the crisis, which is mainly in univer-
sity teaching education.32

2. Networks Vs. Network and Ethic-Artistic Experimentation

From the point of view of new technologies, therefore, financial
capital works like an assemblage of assemblages in which techni-
cal, cultural, social and physiological components intervene.

What Sandro Mezzadra has defined as being the process of
capitalistic capture and valorization of the common concretely
unfolds along a long chain where there is an attempt to construct
the impossible measurement of the forms of biopolitical life that
Toni Negri speaks about. It is difficult to understand what effects
the new regulation efforts announced by many as an antidote for
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the financial crisis will have. However, it is along this chain that
any effort aimed at disrupting the dynamics of rent accumulation
and exploitation of the common must act.

The question of how to struggle from assemblage against
assemblage, which is the question of “net wars,” has been the
object of numerous studies over the past few years, both by groups
close to the American military establishment and from the point
of view of the elaboration of new political practices calibrated for
the net society.33 In a recent publication, Eugene Thacker and
Alexander R. Galloway propose a new political tactic for the age
of assemblage (net) wars—the “exploit.”34 Defining the struggles
tied to the deployment of protocol net-vs.-net conflicts (from pro-
tocols that organize and control computer networks among
others), Thacker and Galloway maintain that political resistance
in the net (technological and biological, vital) implies the discov-
ery of weaknesses or holes in existent technologies as its
fundamental modality. The political practices connected with net
vs. net struggles, assemblage vs. assemblage, characterized by a
lack of distinction between organic and inorganic, technological
and biological, imply the identification of leaks or holes in the
very composition of networks and their immanent modalities of
control. “The scope of political resistance in vital networks, then,
should be the discovery of these exploits—or better yet: look for
traces of exploits and you will find political practices.”35 Such
political practices, however, are not simply acts of resistance, but
also involve the projection of potential shifts through the opening
glimpsed and utilized by the exploit.36 Obviously, this idea isn’t
declaring traditional forms of political struggle obsolete, but
rather asserts the necessity of working on another level, one con-
stituted by the specific forms of control (and inevitable
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weaknesses) of the great technological and biological assemblages
that are organized in networks.

In reference to the notion of exploits, here I’d like to propose
two ethic-artistic experiments that use a strategy parasitical to the
economic-financial concatenations at the scope of inserting them-
selves in systemic holes to provoke catastrophes: the activity of a
group of activists known as The Yes Men (a collective name asso-
ciated to the Americans Andy Bichlbaum and Mike Bonanno and
their admirers/imitators) and the GWEI project (Google Will Eat
Itself, by Ubermorgen.com, Ludovico and Cirio).

The Yes Men, a noted group of cultural activists, act on the
particular assemblage constituted by the network of corporate and
government public relations that, in the Edward Bernays’ public
relations tradition, manipulate public opinion in order to produce
consensus and benevolence levels for the corporative politics that
they represent. Taking advantage of the systemic chaos induced by
the multiplicity of communicative sources active in the net, and
starting with assumption that the practice of public relations con-
sists in masking the brutally cynical ideological assumptions of
corporations and governmental organizations, the Yes Men create,
for example, websites that perfectly imitate the ones of the target-
ed organization, and accept invitations sent to the site to
participate at events, conferences and interviews in name of the
imitated organizations.37

Assuming the authoritative aura of official spokespeople (for
example they have pretended to be the spokespeople from the
World Trade Organization, McDonald’s, Halliburton, Exxon,
Dow Chemical and even the Department of Housing and Urban
Development of the US government), they’ve made proposals
that, if shocking for many, they believe correspond to the base
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ethos of these organizations. For example, they have proposed to
audiences of investors and lobbyists to make vote selling legal and
even making the poor eat recycled human excrement. It seems that
the majority of these proposals were received in a relatively favor-
able way, or at least without indignation or shock, by their
listeners. The Yes Men see to the publication and diffusion of both
their proposals and the reactions of the investors and lobbyists in
the general public.

Another strategy used by the Yes Men is again pretending to
be spokespeople from large corporations and governmental orga-
nization and publicly announcing events like the closure of the
WTO or the admission of guilt, and consequently the responsi-
bility for compensation, of the damages made to the civil
population by their toxins. In 2004, for example, one of the Yes
Men was able to get himself invited by the BBC and publicly
announced that Dow Chemical would compensate the victims of
Bhopal, paying $12 billion to the survivors. This false announce-
ment, even if unmasked in a timely fashion by Dow Chemical,
caused a 3.4% fall in the Dow stocks on the Frankfurt market and
fifty cents on the New York market.38 The Yes Men therefore iden-
tify, in the “information fog” mentioned by Newsweek, and in the
proliferation of communication sources, a weak point in the
assemblage of public relations that plays an important part in
establishing, for example, stock prices on the financial markets. It
seems that with carefully planned actions, they intend not only to
cause micro-shocks that in the end are easily handled by the cor-
porations under attack, but also to show the vulnerability of the
assemblages dedicated to forming public opinion to these types of
actions and to construct the market sense as it is expressed in the
value of financial titles.
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Another example of experimentation with protocol struggle
practices, in an ethic-artistic version, is seen in the Google Will
Eat Itself project (GWEI), an Italo-Austrian collaboration
between Ubermorgen.com, Alessandro Ludovico and Paolo Cirio.
GWEI works in a very simple way. The fundamental source of
income for the search engine Google is its “Adsense” program that
connects hundreds of thousands of little advertisements to web
sites in the whole world. The authors of GWEI have opened a
large number of Adsense accounts and put them in a series of hid-
den websites. Every time someone visits one of these sites, a
mechanism is activated that pays the site network a micropayment
from Google. Google pays monthly for these visits: once the nec-
essary level has been reached, the amassed funds are used by the
project authors to buy Google shares (therefore using Google to
buy Google).

The provocation launched by this act of computer cannibal-
ism is explicitly contextualized by a criticism of Google’s economic
model and what the authors consider a fake benevolence. In
“Hack the Google self.referentialism” (the theoretic text that
explains the project’s assumptions),39 the authors accuse Google of
being a dictator who confines its subjects, not like an authoritari-
an or monopolistic government such as Microsoft, but a new type
of monopoly in a certain number of strategic sectors in the net
economy. Particularly, Google’s database seems like a veritable
priceless patrimony of value that is in every effect privatized.
Google’s database is immense and includes a series of preferences
relative to news, images, prices, and email that can “be localized
and statistically analyzed by cross checking locative, general and
product searches.”40 The recording of all this data, of user requests,
is therefore “simply ignored by the users, which are hypnotized by
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an almost perfect virtual machine.”41 The web 2.0 has also allowed
Google to get into the network of bloggers that, through a pro-
gram like Adsense, feel they can participate in the profit generated
by Google.

They accept to display this tiny text advertisment [sic] in
exchange of a small amount of money for every click on
them. This process is protected and monitored for preventing
abuse. The final (actual) scenario is Google as the giant mid-
dleman. It sucks money from the advertisers offering a
targeted portion of the global webspace. And it gives spare
changes to the publishers for their collaboration. It sucks
infos from the websites (and news, images, prices) and it
releases it to the user’s queries. Being in the middle it is more
and more the unavoidable balancing center of the system.
But we’re not talking about a natural systems. We’re talking
about business and predominance.42

The GWEI authors conclude highlighting this loophole, the leak
or exploit, as Thacker and Galloway would call it, through which
it seems possible to pick at the benevolent dictatorship of Google
and others. “The greatest enemy of such a giant is not another
giant: it’s the parasite. If enough parasitites [sic] suck small
amounts of money […], they will empty this artificial mountain
of data and its inner risk of digital totalitarianism.”43

Can these micro-leaks, individuated and exploited by the Yes
Men and the authors of the GWEI project really sink the boat of
financial capital and its perverse mechanisms? This isn’t the level
on which these ethic-artistic experiments should be judged. It
seems to me that they have an essentially heuristic value, in the
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sense indicated by Galloway and Thacker.44 Individuating exploits
implies the necessity of opening an experimentation that touched
the most ample series of concatenations possible, able to cross
through all of sectors of neoliberal society hit by the effects of an
economic governmentality that intensifies exploitation levels,
mortifies life, barbarizes social relations and impoverishes subjec-
tivities. On the other side of the black holes, maybe there isn’t the
horizon of a financial market reform or revolution, but a sur-
mounting of financial capital and its dominion over society.
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