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Abstract

This essay considers whether Polanyi’s conception of the fictitious commodity can
apply to social media platforms, specifically Facebook. The fictitious commodity,
a marketisation of a natural good, can apply beyond Polanyi’s original remit
towards the new fictitious commodity of friendship within the era of Facebook. To
explain this, the essay utilises Polanyi’s theoretical framework and applies it to
modern understandings of Facebook’s operation as representative of the wider
social media communications revolution. In placing this framework into a modern
context, it can be seen that Polanyi’s historical, sociological and political
considerations remain relevant to explaining current trends. It is shown how the
fictitious commodity can be legitimately expanded; how the market operation of
friendship creates this fictitious commodity and lastly how this is a relevant
expansion to help understand specific tensions within the wider communications
revolution. To consider this thesis, research was undertaken into critiques of
Polanyi, modern expansions of his work and understanding how friendship can be
defined and operate within the context of Facebook. The implications are relevant
to identifying political solutions to the concerns of the changing social relations
caused by social media. This is because understanding how social media changes
us, and its potential harms, is necessary for any productive political solutions.
Future discussions could further consider how other social media platforms create
a commodified conception of friendship and empirical research into the harms of
social media within the context of Facebook friendship overconsumption, and
similar outlined tensions.
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1. Introduction

In 2016 Andrew Bosworth, a senior Facebook executive, caused a media sensation
stating “The ugly truth is that we believe in connecting people so deeply that
anything that allows us to connect more people more often is *de facto* good.”
(MacBuzz, Warzel and Kantrowitz, 2018). It was an uncomfortable claim to make,
that the goal of the company was not net good but connection above all else.
Facebook moved to reject the accusations through a policy of silence, whilst
Bosworth rejected his prior statements (BBC News, 2018). However, the concern
still lingers. Facebook was, and still is, a company reflective of the wider social
media project trying to connect individuals, but can be seen to easily disregard the
implications of affecting social relations.

The problem is that when these concerns are discussed by the media, they can yield
contradictory analysis on the impacts of Facebook onto personal welfare - does it
make us more or less lonely (The Economist, 2012)? What this piece will do is to
take a step back and argue that this problem shares similarities to the concerns of
Karl Polanyi. For Polanyi (1944), the commodification of certain organic social
creations — money, labour and land, creates harms upon people who operate in more
complex and dynamic ways but become reduced to simple market forces. This essay
will argue that such a commodification, a fictitious commodity of friendship, can
apply within social media by using the case study of Facebook. To argue this, three
core claims will be proposed: that a fictitious commodity can be expanded to the
remit of friendship; that this fictitious commodity not only exists but is tangible
through a consideration of how it has been manufactured by Facebook, and that this
is ultimately important when considered in the context of wider social media and
communications revolution trends. Friendship is defined narrowly both within
western social media platforms and in the present, as a human friendship is a
positive mutual affinity with some consistency of interaction. The communications
revolution refers to the large shift in modern social media platforms, such as
Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram and Facebook.

This piece will not seek to empirically claim the resulting implications of friendship
becoming a fictitious commodity, but will instead seek to use this analytic
framework to better understand the serious modern trends and how they relate to
Polanyi’s original concerns of the industrial revolution and the political project of
markets causing tension as they seek to confine the natural social relations of
individuals towards the goals of liberalism. It will ultimately argue that the large
shift in connections through social media, a communications revolution, has
“destroy[ed] noncontractual relations between individuals and prevent their
spontaneous reformation.” (Polanyi, 1944: 171).

To achieve this analysis, first the literature review will contextualise Polanyi’s
theories in relation to liberalism, Marx and sociologists; refer to modern uses of the
fictitious commodity and define and consider what friendship means to the platform
of Facebook. Then the methodology section will justify the qualitative literature
method approach and the selection of Polanyi’s theoretical framework. Within the
discussion it will be based upon three proofs:

1) A modern application of Polanyi: Expanding the fictitious commodity to
friendship

2) Facebook: A case study of the fictitious commodity of friendship

3) Markets over people: the problematic expansion of the fictitious commodity
within a communications revolution
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Important solutions can be gathered in applying Polanyi’s fictitious commodity to
this modern problem. Within the thesis itself, the logical existence of the fictitious
commodity of friendship means that there are likely tensions and harms, which
would follow from how the distortion of the natural follows from the
overconsumption of friendship. Beyond this, the importance of this piece is to
provide a conceptual framework from which to base future political discussions on
Facebook and social media as well as to conduct empirical claims. Such political
discussions are ongoing (Baraniuk, 2019; Cerulus and Scott, 2019) and extremely
relevant to the wellbeing of citizens. The rapid change in lives due to social media
suggest that a comprehensive understanding of how we have become commodified
within this specific way is important for ourselves. There may or may not be an
“ugly truth” (MacBuzz, Warzel and Kantrowitz, 2018) but if there is, the imposition
of the artificial conception of friendship upon natural social relations appears an apt
consideration.
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II. Literature Review

The research within this paper breaks new ground. Polanyi’s broader works, whilst
relevant, are not critical to applying an expansion of the fictitious commodity. The
three fields are on the key points of wider discussion. These research areas are
divided into: The Great Transformation and fictitious commodities; modern
Polanyi analysis; conceptions of friendship, specifically within Facebook. For the
first section, there will be a wider discussion of Polanyi’s work and how fictitious
commodity relates to similar sociological concepts. Secondly, modern applications
and discussions of his work will be addressed with an emphasis that the majority of
the time his theories are used for embeddedness or within, rather than expanding,
the three fictitious commodities. Lastly, a discussion of friendship and how it can
be defined and applied to Facebook will be considered. Taken together these three
domains provide the core basis for how this piece can be situated within wider
academia. The only literature debate vital to the argument is the assumption of
fictitious commodities being real.

The Great Transformation and fictitious commodities

Many of the discussions surrounding The Great Transformation have centred on
the larger conclusions that “Nineteenth-century civilization has collapsed” and
“rested on four institutions” (Polanyi, 1944: 3). Three things about the book have
been attacked: historical opinions, political analysis and resulting implications of
analysis. Polyani’s book, much like his other works such as Trade and Market in
the Early Empires (1957), is rooted within historical analysis and anthropological
assumptions. Whilst much of the work is sound, the historical context is simplified
and glossed over. For example, when discussing Robert Owen’s factory movement
Polanyi claims:

“The Owenite Movement originally was neither political nor working class. It
represented the cravings of the common people, smitten by the coming of the
factory, to discover a form of existence which would make man master of the
machine.” (Ibid.: 175)

However, the claim can be questioned given that Owen was pivotal to his own
movement and “was not someone who stood aside from politics and the political
process...” (Williams and Thompson, 2011: 4). What this example shows is not
that Polanyi’s context for his analysis is necessarily wrong, but there are many parts
which can be disputed, revised and given greater depth. This can be important on
issues such as the fictitious commodity of land, where the book claims that
feudalism broke down into capitalism, but with landlords seeking to slow the harm
(Polanyi, 1944: 173). Consideration of the history is unlikely to yield such a clean
narrative. It is reasonable to be skeptical of each historical claim when discussed,
however, these claims’ validity does not impinge directly on the validity of the
argument.

Criticisms of the theory often come from the neoclassical model: reaffirmations of
Classical; Austrian and Chicago Schools of Economics (Mill, 1848; Mises, 1949;
Friedman, 1962). If this neoclassical conception holds firm, then a market is
ultimately a natural conclusion of these social relations, as social relations within
the economic sense are defined simply by the meeting of needs through the forces
of supply and demand. While these assumptions are defended, what they often do
is aim to define out the concerns raised - that social relations are harmed within
economic market transaction. This would be defined out because people are free
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and self-rational within the market system and so would not create those harms.
Such a debate is ultimately an empirical one beyond the scope of this piece.
Neoclassical analysis should be cautioned as an effective attack, however, as it
makes more assumptions whilst not appearing to line up with any observable social
costs to marketisation.

The resulting implications have been attacked too. The assumptions that it was this
disconnect which gave rise to a “double movement” backlash (Polanyi, 1944: 79) —
which in the case of the twentieth century gave rise to Communism and Fascism.
This necessary response can come in many forms, but regardless, it still makes the
underlying assumption that history responds in a consistent way due to structural
forces and this can be questioned (Adorno, 1951). As for the conclusion that this
disconnect was how civilisation fell apart, there are other counter theories. For
example, Hayek’s Road to Serfdom (1944) argues that the collapse of political
freedom came directly because of the destruction of economic freedom. Such a
theory then attacks the conclusions of Polanyi in that it might have been fewer
markets, rather than more markets, that caused the collapse. The implications are
by far the hardest parts to assess, indeed history showed liberalism’s revival beyond
World War Two, continuing the exact contradictions alleged by Polanyi to have
ripped society apart (1944). Crucially, whilst the extent of the disconnect and its
resulting contradictions are hard to judge, this paper simply shows that there is a
contradiction which logically would have many future concerns. Concerns which
could be assessed in further research. Moreover, whether these three wider
arguments hold true is not necessarily relevant to this paper. Whilst accurate
research for the broader conclusions adds weight to fictitious commodities being
real, the importance of the analytical framework holding is not contingent upon
specific historical claims.

What is therefore crucial is an understanding of fictitious commodities.
Commodities are defined as “essential elements of industry” (Polanyi, 1944: 75),
the raw products and resulting consumer goods. The interesting point is the
sociological expansion of commodities to fictitious. A reconsidering of
commodities as social value has its foundations within Marxian theory, specifically
of commodity fetishism where the transaction of goods holds a “mystical” property
which turns the subjective gifting of goods into the objective and tangible nature of
the goods themselves (Marx, 1867: 164). Sociological discussion of goods has been
expanded upon in many different areas. For example, Veblen goods, which rise in
demand as the price increases, helping to signify a higher socioeconomic status
(1899). Furthermore labour, a key element of Polanyi’s analysis, has an awareness
of it being a special commodity. This is something Marx specifically considers
through theories of alienation of labour (1932). In a similar vein, Polanyi, attacks
the neoclassical conceptions of Ludwig Von Mises, using the fictitious commodity
of labour to show the market creation of human labour leads to severe harms, rather
than pure market efficiency (Polanyi, 1944: 185). Lastly, it should be noted that
even if works from neoclassical economics holds that this commodification occurs
but results in no harm due to market efficiency, then the argument to be presented
still holds within the literature. This paper is seeking to address an expansion of a
fictitious commodity, if there are no harms to a fictitious commodity this weakens
the relevance of the paper within wider literature but not the argument.
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Modern work on Polanvi

Modern research is still conducted based upon the analysis of The Great
Transformation - this comes under two broad strains. Firstly, the socio-political
theory of embeddedness, which the book discusses:

“the economic system may still be based on the same principles, though
accompanied by very different culture traits, according to the very different human
relations with which the economic system is intertwined”

(Polanyi, 1944: 55).

This theory was later expanded upon by Mark Granovetter (1985) who outlined
how individuals conduct economic actions through their social relations, so the
norms and institutions are important to understanding the economy. The discussions
on embeddedness can be found in many different parts though the basis of their
analysis is reasonably uncontentious, especially by socio-economic theorists
(Krippner, 2001). Furthermore, an expansion of bringing economics towards social
behaviour, behavioural economics, also adds credibility to the theory’s merit.
Nudge Theory is based upon applying softer sciences towards the neoclassical
assumptions of economics and how simple government nudges can have far larger
affects than if people were purely economically rational (Thaler and Sunstein,
2009). Whilst the extent of embeddedness and how it operates is disputed, the
theory itself appears to hold true within the literature.

Secondly, more specific uses of his work under modern applications focus on
unique relevance to the broader themes of The Great Transformation. For example,
in a recent work, the theory of the market as a political project is placed into the
twenty-first century in a series of essays (Bugra and Agartan, 2007). There has been
continued academic interest within Polanyi’s work and modern application to the
theory, but these works tend towards the more general themes of the market
economy. The more specific works have considered expansions of the fictitious
commodity to knowledge, science and intellectual property. For knowledge it is
suggested that within the 21st century the “information revolution, informational
capitalism” (Jessop, 2007: 117) meets the criteria of being vital to the market
economy and of having been commodified as it becomes enclosed. The analysis
itself is suspect to attacks such as how knowledge has become closed and the
distinction of knowledge as a separate fictitious commodity from labour. However,
for the purpose of this analysis what this work shows is that Polanyi’s fictitious
commodity has been attempted to be expanded upon and specifically within the
modern era. Within part three of Bugra and Agartan’s compilation (2007) are
effective attempts to expand the remit of the fictitious commodity. This serves as
verification of the plausibility of this essay - that the ideals presented within
Polanyi’s work can be expanded upon in the present day.

Similarly, there have been expansions upon the idea of a fictitious commodity but
through further discussion of the agreed fictitious commodities of money, land and
labour. Often what has occurred have been contemporary expansions. Within the
fictitious commodity of money, the formation of bitcoin has provided new ground
for how trust within social relations is necessary for its existence (Corradi, 2018).
Whilst within the commodity of land many applications have broadened the original
scope across wider socio-political contexts such as Uganda, for women, and Indian
“land wars” (Naybor, 2015; Levien, 2013). Within the framework itself the
expansion of land has also had an emphasis of natural harm of the fictitious
commodification — that there is a problem with human exceptionalism and that the
focus of how nature informs and is defined by the market is important (Kaup, 2015).
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Furthermore, this framework links to the commodification of nature, nature not
being treated rationally within the market - an example being within eco-system
services (Brockington, 2011). Fictitious commodities are discussed to a large
extent; however, they rarely have gone beyond the three fields defined by Polanyi.
Often, they serve as logical extensions or modern ramifications of the theory.

Conceptions of friendship

Friendship has historically been defined through it being “necessary that friends
bear goodwill to each other and wish good things for each other” (Aristotle, 2000:
1156a4-5). For Aristotle, this goodwill was mutual and based on virtue, an equal
desire for positive social relations. However, “there is no clear agreement on what
precisely the term ‘friend’ means.” (Spencer and Pahl, 2018: 4). This fact has often
meant that research into friendship has been predominantly qualitative (Ibid.), and
when undertaken often focuses on a specific group within time and culture. What
then becomes important about the definition is that friendship should be placed
within its cultural context. The discussion of friendship for the purposes of
argument are more psychological. Here the stable friendships have an equity
principle of attraction, that “What you and your partner get out of a relationship
should be proportional to what you put in” (Myers, 2006: 325). This is much more
utilitarian than the definition of Aristotle, but not necessarily mutually exclusive as
friends often share, sacrifice and do not keep count of favours (Ibid.). Using these
understandings within the context of the social media revolution, exemplified by
Facebook, the definition will be that a human friendship is a positive mutual affinity
with some consistency of interaction.

For the argument, what is most important is not this precise definition, but that
commonly understood friendship is ontologically different from Facebook
friendship. Even this has been cautioned in that “Under the conditions of a social
media society the terms friends and friendship have become especially ambiguous.”
(Alberoni, 2016: 3) So the definitions themselves will be created narrowly to give
insight to the argument, this resolves the problem that whilst no one disputes the
idea of friendship, it is one of the terms that is extremely hard to precisely define.
Cultural context means that friendship must be placed within its time and space.
Firstly, as both Polanyi’s work and Facebook predominantly analyse ‘western’
trends, large parts of the world will not be discussed. It has often been recognised
that social relations are defined by their context and so an understanding of context
yields (Demir, 2015) and therefore many areas will not be considered within this
paper. For example, Japanese culture is different in its social relations — such as the
hikikomori, young individuals who shut themselves away from society (Teo and
Gaw, 2010). There are many other examples that can be picked to show uniqueness
for any cultural area from the broad national scale to unique cultural trends of
Japanese female managers (Ho, 2018). These are entirely different systems of
friendship that exist than what will be discussed. More specifically, the way
friendship operates within Facebook will be different to similar systems, such as
the Chinese social network of Weibo (Che, 2018) and so even the medium itself
provides the new cultural context. Lastly, a wariness to the term ‘western’ should
be noted. The European culture which Polanyi dissects has many different stances
and a similar cultural distance can be applied between Europe and the US. However,
whilst this differentiation is true to a large extent, the emphasis of the Anglo-
American sphere, Americanisation of much of modern culture and the shared
electronic medium of Facebook all provide a sufficiently strong sense of
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homogeneity for the analysis. At worst, the term ‘western’ should be replaced with
less contentious terminology.

The other cultural context is the point of time. The United Kingdom now is different
to two hundred years ago and what that means is the understanding of friendship
too is likely different. Therefore, this piece will not consider how friendship has
evolved over time or note similarities and differences between periods in time.
Instead, it shall focus on the contemporary understanding of it within Facebook and,
insofar as necessary, Polanyi’s context for industrialisation within Britain in the
early nineteenth century. This is because there is more data within modern analysis
and the paper is focused on the communication revolutions expansion of the market.
Whilst potentially there is a sufficiently broad conception of friendship that can be
applied, what is optimal is to recognise the constraints of the analysis within its
temporal-spatial paradigm. As such, the ensuing discussions will focus on that
western understanding of friendship within the two key points of time.

Research into contemporary friendship within Facebook has occurred. However, as
Facebook was founded in 2004, it is relatively fresh ground. The idea of Facebook
connecting social groups and creating friendship networks has been expanded upon.
Al-Suwaidi’s work From tribe to Facebook has linked these new forming social
networks and compared them to earlier understandings and behaviours (2014).
Within Facebook it has considered how connected individuals are through its
platform, looking into the theory of six degrees of separation. It found within its
servers that “Each person in the world... is connected to every other person by an
average of three and a half other people.” (Bhagat et al., 2016). What this meant
was that the interconnectedness within the platform was far greater than theorised
webs of friendships.

The specific concerns within Facebook have often discussed the artificiality of
communication. Much of this has occurred very recently and ranged from the
emotional and social behaviour within unfriending (Knautz and Baran, 2016) to
more broad linking of commodity fetishism and overconsumption within the
“hyperreal space of Facebook™ (Korpijaakko, 2015: 123). Given the novelty of
research the criticism of such theories have not been made directly within the sphere
of Facebook, or indeed the wider communications revolution. For example, within
a chapter titled Humans aren’t cows, the analysis seeks to expand the Aristotelian
conception of friendship as having to include new media such as Facebook (Elder,
2017: 139). Whilst the defence itself is tight, going through several objections, there
is yet to be further writings to support or critique such a conception towards
Facebook communication. What this shows is that there have been numerous
analyses of Facebook friendship, however, the novelty of the platform leaves many
academic conclusions open. For friendship in general, it must be confined within a
specific place and time to be coherent and will be understood that a human
friendship is a positive mutual affinity with some consistency of interaction. This
definition builds upon Aristotelian considerations of friendship whilst being tight
enough to show a natural nature of friendship such that an argument can highlight
the potential distortion of that as friendship becomes a fictitious commodity.
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II1. Methods

A qualitative literature method was chosen to provide room for reflection and
criticality to the theoretical application of the fictitious commodity upon modern
day applications. As the expansion of the fictitious commodity has to be expanded,
and further shown to be likely relevant to social media platforms scientific research,
both qualitative through surveys and quantitative through data analysis would have
been inadequate. This is because to search for sensible conclusions of how a
fictitious commodity of friendship operates it first must be established how it would
be operated and what hypothesis could be shown within empiric data. The
limitations of the literature method were firstly that many empiric claims are left
for future research, that a critical approach to certain text inevitably leaves out many
different perspectives which might have presented new avenues of defending or
attacking the thesis and, lastly, that expanding a theory within a new domain is
contingent upon the creditability of Polanyi’s work on fictitious commodities.
However, the work itself was narrowed and defined to keep much of Polanyi’s own
claims and the claims of this essay within sufficient confines to explore the vast
majority of the academic field. Ultimately this method’s flaws can be resolved
through the process of reading, critiquing and revising — thereby meaning that many
of the larger concerns are filtered out through the process.

The approach of the method evolved to apply a well-known theory within the new
context of social media, more specifically Facebook. Each step of the process
concerned limiting the scope to provide a more credible piece — firstly, one
academic understanding was picked to apply to modern understandings of
loneliness. However, after reviewing much of the literature, loneliness was deemed
to be too broad, whereas friendship could be focused towards the social relations
relevant to Facebook. Critical understandings of Polanyi also merited caution
within how broadly a fictitious commodity could be applied. This meant the scope
was narrowed towards the West and contemporary society to ensure that only the
understanding of friendship could be placed within this specific way for a clear
logical linking of the expansion of the fictitious commodity to modern trends.
Scoping and literature reflection was the last part of the process. This consisted of
several key questions: What was friendship? Could friendship ever be a fictitious
commodity? If so, how has it played out within social media, specifically
Facebook? These questions formed the starting point for the reading, and had to be
revised as new concerns and opportunities were raised. For example, the debates on
the existence of the fictitious commodity were often covered ground; what became
a surprising concern was the breadth of definitions and understandings of
friendship. This aspect then became a central component to resolve for the argument
to follow. Lastly, the theoretical underpinnings were considered through
researching theorists prior to Polanyi, such as Marx, and ideological criticisms -
best seen within neoliberal economics. Its clarity towards the imposition of the
natural was more specifically relevant to understanding Facebook than alternative
conceptions of commodification.

A Haberdashers’ Aske’s Occasional Paper. All rights reserved.



IV. Discussion

The industrial revolution represented an outstanding shift from prior social
relations, within this discussion the old concerns of commodifying individuals will
be given new life within the field to which we define ourselves and in the way we
communicate every day, friendship through social media. New life can be given to
the ground-breaking work of The Great Transformation (1944) by applying its
framework to modern developments. Polanyi’s conception of the fictitious
commodity and its resulting implications can accurately be applied to Facebook
friendship. Within this section, several proofs will be considered: Firstly, why
Polanyi’s theory of fictitious commodities provides a useful lens that can be
expanded to the conception of friendship and is analogous to examples of money,
labour and land; secondly, the case study of Facebook to make tangible how this
fictitious commodity operates within modern praxis and lastly, the logical
consequences of an artificial market upon natural social interactions.

A modern application of Polanyi: Expanding the fictitious commodity to friendship
Polanyi’s theory of the fictitious commodity has already been discussed within the
wider context of the literature review. Therefore, the validity of the existence of
fictitious commodities will be assumed within this argument. What needs to be
clarified is why this theory is important to understanding Facebook’s conception of
friendship, and how the expansion of the theory can apply to an artificial commodity
version of friendship.

The theory of the fictitious commodity is an effective prism of analysis because of
its timing within a revolutionary period, its emphasis of social relations and the
synthesis of the sociological within the political projection of the market onto
people. Firstly, the original analysis is situated within the rapidly changing social
dynamics of the industrial revolution. It is ultimately a reflective critical tool which
looks upon a seismic change and seeks to understand what elements transformed.
More importantly, it is how the fictitious commodity was created and caused the
social issues that form The Great Transformation’s thesis. It will be justified within
the final section of the argument that such a revolution has occurred within social
media, and more specifically Facebook. For now, the critical element is that the
framework is best placed within a moment of change, rather than as a static and
fixed theory. Given there is a new moment of change within the communications
revolution, it stands to reason that the theory will be more pertinent and likely adds
credence to the plausibility that an expansion of the theory is legitimate.

Secondly, Polanyi situates his work within the context of social relations.
Necessarily linked to the social dynamics of trust, hierarchy and traditions is the
exact concept that is to be expanded upon - friendship. The entire work is contingent
upon humans expressing themselves through their social relations (Polanyi, 1944)
and part of social expression would be friendship. This is true given fictitious
commodities consisting of “‘vital parts’ of the market economy” (Jessop, 2007:
116) as part of what would be most vital to a market economy is the social relations
all elements are built upon, of which a part is friendship. It is reasonable to expand
this theoretical framework to the exact area which helps to underpin the evidence
that the fictitious commodities of money, land and labour themselves were created.
Lastly, the idea that the market being placed upon the natural can occur and is
ultimately a political act (Polanyi, 1944). Whilst there are many sociological
critiques upon capitalism and new forms of media, the idea that there are certain
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commodities which are entirely constructed and enforced, places the political
dimension onto the communications revolution. Indeed, as seen within the
introduction, it is this political dimension which is so important when common
discussions of problems within social media occur. What Polanyi’s fictitious
commodity provides is a synthesis of the sociological concerns to the political.
Ultimately, his theoretical paradigm is relevant to the new revolution, his own
understanding of economy through social relations, such as friendship, and the
explicit clarification that marketisation through the fictitious commodity is a
political project (Ibid.). Polanyi’s theoretical framework is useful for understanding
modern changes.

Within the theory itself, commodities, as established earlier, are defined as
“essential elements of industry” (Polanyi, 1944: 75), the raw products and resulting
consumer goods. Fictitious commodities are not normal properties however, but are
natural elements imagined to behave like commodities. For example, work is a
natural component of the human condition and has existed before the labour market
and can be undertaken for a myriad of reasons beyond market efficiency — such as
the fulfilment and sense of purpose work provides. Furthermore, work could be
engaged within socioeconomic confines without being a commodity — from feudal
systems, to informal voluntary exchanges. The key to a fictitious commodity is that
even with the commodification, it still exists with these existing autonomous
dynamics (Ibid.). So, a commodity, such as paper, can and has been printed, used
and exchanged before a market has been based around it, but it being turned into a
market has not affected the paper itself or social relations from that paper market.
It is simply a commodity. It is from these fictitious commodities - labour, land and
money - that a forced new meaning has been applied to natural concepts. The
tension of the market being imposed upon normal social arrangements is something
that is artificial. It is from this artificiality that Polanyi argues serious harms may
ensue (Ibid.). However, this paper will not consider the extent or reality of the harms
of labour, land and money but will instead seek parallels to bolster the argument
that friendship has become a new fictitious commodity.

An expansion of fictitious commodities can therefore be done. There is nothing
within Polanyi’s work that sets out why his three commodities outlined cannot be
expanded upon. Furthermore, the three he sets out represent the political force of
the market within the industrial revolution. Given that capitalism still operates and
that the communication revolution has led to a new remit of capitalist entrenchment,
it appears intuitive that new aspects may become commodified. There are several
criteria that therefore should be met to show that friendship is a logical expansion:
Firstly, the distinction that can be made between the natural and unnatural, in an
analogous way from the natural existence of work to the fictitious commodity of
labour; and secondly, how the fictitious commodity curbs the natural element —
comparing friendship requests to the gating and defining of land.

Firstly, the distinction between the natural and artificial — the work to labour divide
— needs to be shown to operate for friendship. If friendship ultimately is the same
within a market sense then it logically follows that it could not be a fictitious
commodity, this therefore requires a defining and understanding of friendship
within the natural sense and then to be differentiated from the artificial. This is not
to say the concepts are entirely different, just as labour requires work, so too would
the artificial conception of friendship within social media relate to a natural basis
from which to exist. It is, however, to prove that the concepts are sufficiently
distinct to permit the commodification of friendship to be fictitious.
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For friendship to be natural it first must be clarified what friendship within this
context is. Human friendship is a positive mutual affinity with some consistency of
interaction. This is a useful definition because it is broad enough to meet the
intuitions of what friendship is, whilst crucially narrowing scope. Firstly, you could
have ‘bad friends’ who lack mutual positive affinity, but such relations either rectify
or collapse the friendship and therefore this is an unstable way of understanding
friendship. Secondly, non-mutual friendship certainly is not relevant to the mutual
sending and acceptance of a friend request on Facebook. Furthermore, as a non-
mutual friendship requires one to care positively and the other to care, at best,
apathetically, this does not appear to meet what people mean when they call each
other friends. To say ‘I am friends with X’ when X dislikes me and I like X appears
to be an incorrect statement. Thirdly, a consistency of interaction matters because
ultimately friendship is a social relation. Whilst individuals can have past
friendships, this piece concerns itself with friendship in the present sense of it
existing. Therefore, being friends with someone ten years ago, adding them on
Facebook and never messaging, could not constitute a natural friendship. It is not
necessary to draw the extent of what level of consistency is required, perhaps being
different for different people. Simply the engagement of relations is important to
the definition. An important addition here is that the means of interaction will be
left open for a natural definition of friendship. Therefore, communication — which
would need to have sufficient consistency — can be done within any form: language;
gestures; texts and calls, to name just a few examples.

It should not be controversial that friendship is natural. Historically, elements of
social organisation have been contingent upon the friendship and trust of
individuals, such as the bartering within Tikiopia Polynesian traditional exchange
(Ibid.: 64). Furthermore, Polanyi’s work, as established earlier, lays out the social
transformation for issues such as money and land. Insofar as this work has credence,
this again makes clear that there is some natural social dimension of friendship to
some extent, as part of helping to make transactions of work and trade. Lastly, one’s
personal experience is likely a testament to its existence — the people who support
you, whom you spend time with at lunch and work with you on your projects.
Within every respect, humans are social creatures and need sufficient contact and
friendships. There is a clear basis that friendship has in some form existed whenever
there are human social relations.

Compare this conception of friendship to that created by the links of social media.
Several types of distortions occur to the original definition of friendship. The
fictitious commodity of friendship does not require continuous engagement to exist.
So, whereas a friend in real life would require some level of consistent interaction
or else the friendship diminishes, an added contacts ‘friendship’ would continue to
exist well beyond the absence of communication. A long delay in communication
would not appear to get rid of the commodified conception of friendship. Now it
could be said that the connection still exists online, but without engagement that
connection ceases to be relevant and therefore would not be a fictitious commodity
of friendship. However, the fictitious commodity itself would be expressed through
the platform and connection. So whilst the Facebook friend and actual friendship
can, and indeed likely, will be related, it is not necessary for that to be the case
because that connection still operates uniquely to the natural friendship which it
imposes upon. Another distortion would be that there does not need to be that same
positive affinity, for many these formal public friendships can be for personal gains
irrespective of how the other is seen. For example, accepting friendship requests
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within a social group to maintain face, or having a ‘friend’ to add as an upvoter
even though they are not a natural friend in real life. The final distortion will be
discussed in greater depth within the Facebook case study, where the modelling of
friendship for everyday lives is very different to how we add and take away friends
online. There are still similarities between the two concepts, such as the need for
mutual connection and the way the communication functions do not change
friendship. For example, one cannot block a former friend in real life but the
capacity to end friendships is similar within both concepts. What is important here
is simply that there is difference or distortion. Ultimately, there is a difference
between the natural form of friendship and the artificial social media form.

As established, this is not a binary distinction but there are strong differences
between. It should be clarified that the two concepts are not mutually exclusive.
Similar to how one could exchange goods using the fictitious commodity of money,
or work within the labour market, one can — and indeed likely would - be a friend
on a platform as well as in real life. In a similar vein, the properties of a fictitious
commodity are consistent with the expansion. That is, the artificial understanding
requires the natural and can exist alongside the natural. However, the artificial does
not occur without the natural. The idea of Facebook friends without friendship, or
a land market without land makes little sense. Another potential criticism is simply
that both concepts are blurred to the point of them being indistinguishable. Given
that online friendship is so bound to the natural friendship (Alberoni, 2016: 3), the
two are the same thing. The issue with this conception though is that just because
things can have blurred lines and be heavily related, does not make them necessarily
the same thing. Given that they have varying properties and one is a market
imposition of the other, it is reasonable to argue they are both distinct.

The second argument that the remit of a fictitious commodity can be expanded to
friendship, is that a fictitious commodity requires a more rigid defining and
constraining of friendship, which applies to friendship. A constraining of the natural
good is because a market ultimately models and simulates social economic
relations, therefore anything not cleanly understood within the prism of supply and
demand is a simplification of human relations (Polanyi, 1944). For example,
consider land; human use of land existed well before the existence of a land market.
To create and enforce a market, from human use, is to create the conditions of
supply and demand (Ibid. 76). Therefore, all socioeconomic relations must be
defined by the market, the land has to be explicitly owned, all land transfers come
through contractual agreement and the boundaries themselves become imaginary
lines drawn within the sand which only shift upon new contractual agreements
(Ibid.: 72-3). For the existence of land within a market, the political project of
liberalism must impose upon and define the commodity of land. In doing so it
constrains those natural relations and agreement — land with borders, explicit values
and contractual enforcement. This is a necessary component of a fictitious
commodity because the imposition of the market upon the natural creates an
abstraction which is made-up — fictitious. In doing so it represents a more
commodified but constrained concept (Ibid.).

Friendship as a natural good becomes curbed and reduced within the social media
platform. Firstly, the connections are made binary — you either are connected or you
are not. This is opposed to normal social relations which have greater depth and
room for nuance. Secondly, there is a constant push within these sites for more
connections — a greater number of fictitious commodified friendship. The pop-ups
and recommendations all push you towards increasing your number in a way which
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is different from the ways in which one seeks and creates new friendships naturally.
Lastly, the friendships are classified behind your approval — what posts and
interactions you get to see and when are based upon the choices of the platform’s
algorithm than personal preferences and desire and so your agency with how the
friendship operates is more tightly defined when commodified. Therefore, it is not
just that the concepts move from the natural to artificial but the process of
commodification itself strikes similar parallels of friendship to the original three
concepts Polanyi utilises.

Facebook: A case study of the fictitious commodity of friendship

The final test for the fictitious commodity of friendship being true is to consider if
it can serve a functional analytic purpose. A fictitious commodity is unlikely to
operate solely in the abstract, but play itself out within social interactions. If this
new commodity now exists, it is important to see how the false model of friendship
operates, where it exists and what the market it creates looks like. Having shown in
the previous section that the new fictitious commodity of friendship is relevant to
the existing communications revolution, the abstract must be made tangible.
Therefore, this section will consider how the case study of Facebook — the social
media platform rather than the wider conglomerate — creates this artificial
commodity.

The case study of Facebook is a useful indicator of how the expansion of friendship
operates within the communications revolution. This is because of its prevalence,
its place within shifting social dynamics and how the market platform most
explicitly relates to conceptions of friendship. In the present day, Facebook still
maintains a primary position within the social media market. By 2010 it had grown
past five hundred million members (Kirkpatrick, 2010: 9), was the first platform to
go past a billion users and current estimates of active membership, those logging
on at least once a month, stands at 2.32 billion (Statista, 2019). Not only was it an
innovator for the platform, but its reach and appeal cannot be understated within the
social media community, making an understanding of it very relevant to the analysis
of the fictitious commodity. Polanyi’s analysis becomes more important the more
Facebook has been used and affects society, therefore being such a large platform
makes an effective pick. Furthermore, other extremely large operators such as
Twitter and Instagram came later. Facebook was founded in 2004 and is, therefore,
one of the earlier systems to truly gain popularity. Being an early system within the
communications revolution means there is more information and critique available.
Being an earlier website means the initial change towards commodifying would be
more pronounced as an issue to explore beyond this paper. Lastly, what makes
Facebook most useful as the case study is how explicitly friendship is embedded
within the system. Whilst parallels of the commodification can be applied elsewhere
— for example, connections within LinkedIn — Facebook’s explicit marketing has
been towards building connections and making friends. Recent campaigns have
been to emphasise “friends day” (Facebook, 2017) and also flag up friend
anniversaries to reinforce this explicit narrative. This makes an application of the
analysis simpler to conceptualise and see how it plays out in reality. All of this
indicates that Facebook is a useful case study as it is extremely large, very relevant
compared to competitors and is the most explicit target case for an understanding
of a commodified friendship within social media.

Facebook provides a specific modelling of friendship. Firstly, friendship is mutual
in that an individual has to request and the other person accepts to form a friendship.
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Secondly, friendship grants access to greater information for the friend to the other
person’s account — these privileges depend upon account restriction but can include
the capacity to message, view most pictures, personal posts and groups they follow.
Friendship exists as the fundamental building block to the Facebook site, the
information is tracked, analysed and predicted. How this operates is often hidden
from view, and can be likened to a black box where you “input your data, wait for
the model to process it, and receive an answer” (Sumpter, 2018: 25). With
Facebook, the input of data can be the social connections and how you express
yourself within them. Within David Sumpter’s work, he tries to break from the
incomprehensibility of the modelling which affects how social interactions are
managed and creates data on a work to friendship balance. What this and
Facebook’s inscrutability fundamentally shows is that the way interactions are
modelled and understood are fundamentally alien to the organic social interactions
they model. Within life, there are many grey areas, overlap and deeper meaning to
the clean dichotomy of work to friendship as for whom we pick as our friends.
However, within the platform, that kind of information is necessarily lost within
how the system has to operate to provide its service. Just because something is
modelled does not necessarily mean that it is bad, or truly loses significance.
However, the ways in which Facebook understands friendship within its code is
alien to organic relations.

This unnatural conception becomes an expansion to the fictitious commodity of
friendship because Facebook operates like a market where management tends
towards the goal of profit. As a company which has duties to its shareholders, its
value is dependent upon being able to promise continued growth and profitability.
It should be noted that this corporate incentive can lead to a growth model where
revenue increases are prioritised far more heavily than immediate profitability —
such as Facebook in 2012 (Fuchs, 2014: 154). This is because the investment and
growth of the market share yield greater potential profitability in the long-run.
Therefore, regardless of its current strategy, its goal is very clear: Facebook aims to
maximise profitability. Revenue comes from two ways, firstly the data of
individuals themselves, which can be used to design algorithms and models to
companies and within other parts of their conglomerate. Secondly, through
advertising on the platform — specifically targeted and sponsored advertising which
affects which posts come up and what is seen on part of the screen. The crucial
thing about both revenue mechanisms is their need for constant engagement to
provide the data and screen activity (Dijck, 2013: 37). This means as Facebook
connects friends and exists as a social platform it has a commercial incentive to
keep individuals on for as long as possible, doing as many different things as
possible and providing the best kinds of information for its advertisers and
algorithms. With this in mind, many of the systems in place make sense to create
and constantly demand that engagement for friendship: the notification pop-ups; the
encouragement to message when befriending; the list of friends you might know.
Therefore, Facebook does not simply model friendship but creates through the
profit incentive a way for people to operate which meets the company’s needs. In
doing so it commodifies the people themselves as their choice to befriend or
unfriend has commercial impacts, the supply of this commodity of friendship
should be maximised for Facebook’s success.

As established within the first section, a natural conception of friendship is
ontologically distinct from the artificial construction. Within Facebook, this
artificial construction can be seen to exist and to be constantly encouraged. The
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question remains where this distinction actually comes into tension, how the natural
conception of friendship becomes encouraged excessively within the artificial.
Ultimately the overproduction and overconsumption of this artificial friendship is
the harm. This is the case for two reasons. Firstly economic, Gresham’s law
considers how bad money drives out the good. Applied to commodities in general,
if good and bad cars are being sold, an individual purchasing the commodity does
not know which cars are good and bad and so opts for a below good evaluation to
hedge their bet. The problem with this is it then gets rid of the more expensive but
better cars as they are being undersold (Akerlof, 1978). This concept of the excess
driving out the good is comparable because in the case of friendship having a large
number of people to always communicate with can easily lead a consumer side
problem of overconsumption. This means it is hard to meaningfully engage with all
of these contacts and due to that excess more meaningful and quality discussions
and friendships can get crowded out. The distortion becomes notable as friendship
within ordinary life is far more constrained to and not pushed upon individuals
meaning the right number of connections can be made without this artificial
construction by Facebook. Secondly, psychological natural conceptions of
friendship operate under a very constrained system. An example of this is Dunbar’s
number which states a person can only properly know up to 150 people (Dunbar,
1992). Furthermore, this constraint for just 150 relations holds credence within
social media too (Dunbar, 2016). For many people on Facebook friends are added
well beyond this number at an average of 338 friends in 2014 (Smith, 2014). What
this naturally means is that the number of commodified friendships have far
outstripped the natural, real friendships with which people can realistically engage.
Both of these distortions could logically lead to harms ensuing — such as going
beyond Dunbar’s number leading to an individual spreading their friendships too
thin and feeling as if they have failed when they inevitably cannot meet such a level.
However, the harms themselves are empirical claims that will not be explored
properly within this piece. The other caveat is that nothing about a commodifying
good means that there are solely harms. It can be noted that more access to friends
allows future reconnections to be more possible as well as provide a sense of wider
community — there is evidence that social media’s effects on wellbeing are
contingent upon how it is used and so mixed impacts are to be expected (Clark,
Algoe and Green, 2018). This does not harm the fact that there is a fictitious
commodity of friendship with Facebook because the point of the fictitious
commodity is the imposition upon the organic social relations. Such an imposition
need not solely have harms and losers, indeed using Polanyi’s own considerations
of land it appears certain individuals gained from the enclosing of land to create a
marketised system (Polanyi, 1944: 36). Similarly here the commodification of
friendship itself within the platform can lead to individuals of whom benefit, but
they merely serve as further justification for the fictitious commodity’s existence.
Using Facebook as a case study, the practical realities of the fictitious commodities
become clear — how the platform puts a commercial incentive for friendship, makes
the social relations the commodity as it profits from usage through advertising and
algorithms. With a platform which models friendship and wants its usage to be as
high as possible, it follows that an overconsumption ensues creating the distortions
of the fictitious commodity through friendships being potentially less meaningful
and existing well beyond the normal extent of human sociability.
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Markets over people: the problematic expansion of the fictitious commodity within
a communications revolution

It has been shown that friendship can be expanded to be a fictitious commodity and
that this expansion can be applied to the contemporary operation of Facebook,
leading to artificial friendships and overconsumption of the fictitious commodity.
Potentially, this may be harmful, however, those harms are empirical claims which
deserve future research to pin cause and effect relationships. The insight is
important specifically because of a communications revolution and its seismic
change leading to many political disagreements over the nature of Facebook and
the wider base of social media. Within this final section, it will be shown that a
communications revolution has occurred; that this represents a comparison to the
change in social relations Polanyi discusses within the industrial revolution and
lastly, the future implications of this importance as a revolution means a critical
juncture within how the system and people operate.

A revolution can be defined as a “suddenness of change” (Ashton, 1968: 2) and
will be understood within the context of the two revolutions discussed and a
Polanyist framework of the industrial revolution as a radical and negative change
(Polanyi, 1944: 41). Where a revolution begins and end can depend upon different
analytical frameworks; what is crucial is that it is a period of intense change. The
industrial revolution refers to an intense period of rapid movement towards
machine-based industry, away from cottage-based industry and social relations
(Ashton, 1968). It is that rapid change which is necessary for the understanding of
revolution. A communications revolution, specifically a digital communications
revolution within the remit of social media, would only be a meaningful term if
there was a clear change which can be defended as a revolution and if undertaken
in an intense way.

The evidence for social media being a clear change consists of three strands. Firstly,
the platform of social media is something unlike anything before. The capacity for
an individual to tweet and communicate a short message to millions of followers
represents a unique system of discourse that has not been seen historically. Many
different periods have had changes in the ways people communicate and this is no
exception; it overturns the pressing need for other communication tools such as
books and word of mouth as the instantaneous nature of these internet sites sends
the information more efficiently (Williams, 2017: 213). Secondly, the information
itself has been a unique reflection of former communication. Examples can include
liking posts, sending emojis to communicate emotions and simply the act of
following and friendship requests themselves. Social media presents new
opportunities for communication compared to what has historically existed. Lastly,
the accessibility of information. For the individuals who do have these platforms,
the capacity to share themselves, ideas and form groups with individuals around the
world all represent much greater access to the information and lives of the globe.
This increase in accessibility is very different from the localised ways individuals
have historically lived, many of whom would only have the ability to learn and
communicate with people who were geographically close. All of these aspects
represent serious changes from how people interacted with each other in the past
and therefore provide a plausible justification for a communications revolution.
What is important here is that these new social media platforms represent a distinct
break from past social relations within certain aspects. Each change outlined adds
credibility to this break, but is not necessary to the distinction. Furthermore, there
are many arguments for a communications revolution which can exist outside the
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argumentative framework of the fictitious commodity of friendship. If true, the
communications revolution sits as the context for this commodification. The
fictitious commodification of friendship is a specific aspect within this wider
change, the importance of this wider change is only relevant in relation to this
expansion of commodification.

All of these changes occurred within an intense timeframe too. Within the past two
decades, there has been a marked increase within the expansion of the internet —
from 1996 to 2000 internet access within the UK quintupled (Williams, 2017: 212),
providing the medium for social media. On top of this, there have been several very
high profile cases of success within a short space of time and the usage of
individuals of social media has gone from the zero of not existing all the way up to
it being an integral part of many of our daily lives. Within the case study, Facebook
itself was only set-up in 2004, but today in a large technological conglomerate led
by one of the richest individuals in the world, Mark Zuckerberg. For a revolution to
exist it has to exist not just a meaningfully large change, distinct from ways done
previously but to be intense. The communications revolution has been a very fast
change with the way in which we interact with our friends, family and work
colleagues. The shift in how we conduct social relations has jumped from nothing
being online, to a large part of the way we interact being defined within this
revolution. The key word is revolution, because within a revolution is an intensity
which matters. As the fictitious commodity is expanded upon its effects within such
a period of change will necessarily be large.

Polanyi’s industrial revolution is relevant to this newly established communication
revolution. Just because this moment in time is a form of a revolution, it does not
necessarily follow that this revolution links to the fundamental concerns Polanyi
has with the industrial revolution. However, these two revolutionary periods can be
compared. Most fundamentally because they represent unique moments in time for
an expansion of a fictitious commodity. Revolutionary moments change things by
definition, however, these can be solely social, political or technological — to name
just a few prisms. What is important about these two events, for the purposes of the
argument, is that there has been an imposition of the artificial onto natural social
relations. Both the industrial and modern communications revolution represent key
moments of time for this specific development. Furthermore, they are both
revolutions enabled by technology — the “miraculous improvement in the tools of
production” (Polanyi, 1944: 35) for the industrial revolution and within the
communications revolution — the internet. These technologies themselves are not
the problem in either but create the groundwork for the expansion of the market.
The technology presents new possibilities and requirements for the liberal
conception and therefore create new demands of imposition. Not before the
industrial revolution had labour been so systematically marketised (Ibid.), not
before the communications revolution had friendship. What this therefore suggests
is whilst there is a myriad of differences between the revolutions - how they
occurred, operated and their impacts — they are comparable within this specific
analysis.

Lastly, the importance of seeing this commodification within a revolutionary period
is to highlight the radical moment of change. It is change that is potentially harmful
and, worse still within a revolutionary point, a growing harm purported to be an
apolitical change. It is a key segment of time to consider the implications of this
shift within human connection. Within Polanyi’s original work the industrial
revolution is pivotal, because from the project of industry onto human lives, a large
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expansion of the market ensued. (Ibid.) It was purported to be apolitical, a mere
extension of the way a society can maximise the good. The markets were seen as
apolitical because they simply responded to and allocated resources according to
human forces, the demands of people and what people could supply. However, there
was far more to people’s lives that was affected by this creation of the market and
this is what is so intolerable and lead to the collapse of the nineteenth-century social
order within Polanyi’s eyes. The “long-run factors which wrecked that civilization
should be studied in the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution” (Ibid.: 32). A large
seismic shift, whilst attempting to be neutral became a large political act. An act so
out of step with social relations and human wellbeing that the backlash inevitably
hit back. As established earlier, the extent this is true is contestable. What is left
from Polanyi’s framework is vital to compare to the new expansion.

Firstly, the way the market expands ultimately commodifies the people. Treating
people as something to be neatly modelled is a harmful act (Ibid.). Therefore, given
Facebook’s market commodifies friendship there is a social harm that has to follow.
When this harm, however it plays out, occurs it is not just a problem but has
repercussions well into the future and the social communications revolution at large.
In the same way, the enforced market of labour affected both specific instances and
communities, the impacts of the commodifying of labour within the industrial
revolution were extremely far-reaching (Ibid.: 41). So the harms expressed must be
taken to be potentially very important as people are still within an age where social
media is still expanding and changing human interaction.

Secondly, the same cautions of the industrial revolution can be echoed here.
Insisting that this change is natural and apolitical. What most concerned Polanyi,
within his wider understanding of fictitious commodities, is how they are seen as
any other commodity, rather than embedded within social relations (Ibid.). Within
revolutions, there is always large change, but what is specifically notable about this
changing point within communications is it too is described in a neutral natural way.
For its own part, Facebook supports limited regulation on its terms (Isaac, 2019;
Kayali, 2019) and maximising exposure for people, it often boasts of connecting
and bringing people together. In this way, it markets its own creation of a fictitious
commodity of friendship as simply a logical expansion of normal social relations.
What it provides is merely a service and no different to anything else. However, as
has been shown, this is not the case. Popular counter-narratives have occasionally
sunk into reactionary misunderstandings of the platform, where people dislike
doing something different to how they have always operated and so suggest harms
without regard for plausibility, cause and effect (The Economist, 2013). These
concerns are not the issue though, text messages have not commodified friendship
but have been complained about in similar ways, it is the nature of how these
services are presented which makes the problem. This problem, however, is
explained away simply as the new and best extension, an apolitical and natural
movement for people and in this way shares similarities to Polanyi’s concerns with
the industrial revolution.

Within this final segment, it has been shown that points of revolution are moments
in flux and therefore present turning points as to how to behave. Many of the
developments are very new and transformational. What this means is that new
habits will be adopted as people are commodified. How this affects individuals will
vary greatly, but the widespread impacts will be notable. What is important is that
many groups are still joining these sites, the platforms’ regulations are being
reviewed and considered and political discussions (Baraniuk, 2019; Cerulus and
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Scott, 2019) have lacked the specificity of analysis this work, and indubitably other
papers, have and will prove. This is not to say what necessarily should be done, but
simply this revolution has created a new tension between the natural and the
commodified good of friendship. At this moment within a revolutionary period so
many reflections and behaviours are changeable. A proper contextualisation of this
critical juncture will provide the best solutions and human wellbeing going into the
future. Within this last section, it has been shown that there has been a
communications revolution; that this can be compared to Polanyi’s understanding
of the industrial revolution, within a specific context, and the three resulting
comparisons which help show the importance of the earlier sections’ expansion of
the fictitious commodity to friendship.

In conclusion, this discussion section has shown that it is both legitimate and valid
to expand the conception of fictitious commodities to friendship. Within this, the
case study of Facebook highlights that this comes into existence through the
commercial incentives of the company and leads to an overconsumption of
friendship which is harmful due to making friendship potentially less meaningful
and going beyond the realistic number of friends we can realistically engage with.
This is fundamentally important as an analysis when it is placed into the wider
context of the communication revolution, it is a unique point of change and where
large social shifts need to be understood. There are comparisons to be drawn
between Polanyi’s original time period’s analyses to this modern application. The
proof of expansion is important to understand how we can change behaviours and
political outcomes based upon these newly understood realities. The imposition of
the market onto natural goods has happened before and can now be seen to be
happening again, given this is the case, and has impacts upon how social relations
operate, it is important to consider the empirical outcomes and policy solutions to
this tension between the natural good and friendship of the newly constructed
artificial good.
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V. Conclusion

At the start of this paper was a synthesis of two concerns, the concerns of modern
media outlets as to how the connections of social media are done without the regard
for people and this was related to the theoretical concerns of Polanyi about the
political imposition of markets upon natural social relations. Throughout this piece
it has been shown that Polanyi’s analysis and theoretical framework holds within
the literature, having opened up entire sectors and expanding upon sociological
understandings of commodities, such as by Marx. With this understanding of
Polanyi’s research and its critiques, a fictitious commodity of friendship was shown
to be logically coherent within Polanyi’s original understandings. This commodity
was applied to be shown to exist within Facebook, and presents a new problematic
tension within the communications revolution.

What this means is that a fictitious commodity of friendship does indeed exist
within contemporary society, as shown both in theory and through the case study
of Facebook. There are limitations to the conclusions however, such an analytic
expansion has only been shown within the West, in modern times and the
understanding of friendship has been bound to this temporal-spatial paradigm.
Therefore, any conclusions of the expansion only definitely reside within this
tightly defined moment. Furthermore, a tension has been shown but the empirical
concerns of this tension, such as how overconsumption creates harm to human well-
being has been considered but not definitively proven. Both the expansion of this
new fictitious commodity and the scientific analysis of the tensions would be left
for future research to explore within this expanded academic territory.

This research is important because it has shown that the social media
communications revolution has created a new fictitious commodity and so is subject
to Polanyi’s concerns of organic social relations being harmed by an imposition of
commodifying forces. Furthermore, this framework provides better insight into how
parts of the concerns have been brushed off as a natural expansion, rather than a
problematic expansion — as the market often tries to be viewed as apolitical. What
this provides is a far better understanding from which media discussions and
political solutions on the concerns of social media can be discussed. After all,
without an appropriate understanding of how we are harmed by structural changes,
it becomes inadequate to suggest effective solutions or simply to accept the trade-
offs we make. Even if all that is left within this paper is an expansion of Polanyi’s
work permitting us to accept that Andrew Bosworth’s ‘ugly truth’ (MacBuzz,
Warzel and Kantrowitz, 2018) that connection above all else is worth it, that is an
empowering consideration to make. A fictitious commodity places new constraints
upon us and we should seek to understand that within this new domain of friendship.
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