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ABSTRACT

The owners of Facebook and WeChat repeatedly promote their media as the preferred platform for 
people to connect. Improving social relationships was marketed as the reason for their innovation. But 
users’ urge to unite on these OSN services alone cannot explain the success of these media in the US 
and China. There is a different or rather new business approach underpinning these OSN services that 
contribute to their success. The author argues that there is an implication of owners’ profit-based inter-
est in ensuring the popularity of their online platforms. Audience commodity analysis as discussed by 
Dallas W. Smythe and Christian Fuchs is employed in the contexts of the US and China to comprehend 
the complex factors related to online social media owners’ interest and their negotiation with the gov-
ernment in online media’s prosperity. Through archival research including examination of newspapers, 
policy documents from OSN-based companies, and survey results from 2015 to mid-2018, this chapter 
demonstrates the political economy of Facebook and WeChat.

INTRODUCTION

Facebook in the US and WeChat in China are two of the most popular online social networking (OSN) 
services in the world. Both are trying to win the top place in the OSN market. This paper tries to under-
stand the political economy aspect of these popular online social media. Facebook has been in the news 
in recent times with the way they deal with their users’ data (BBC, 2018). The latest report suggests that 
Facebook has accumulated “… millions of user passwords in plain text files” (Cuthbertson, 2019, para. 
1). This raised questions about how the other social media deal with their user base. In a world where 
commodification processes demand that companies look for new forms of consumer dependency, the 
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rise of OSN platforms and the power of these media to actively engage users has become a new fron-
tier. Whilst users have been engrossed in communicating within their online social networks, company 
owners have been busy designing the online platforms in a way that helped to harvest these communi-
cation contents for profit. Facebook (owned by Facebook) and WeChat (owned by Tencent) have used 
sophisticated algorithms to transform these online platforms into automatic personal data-collecting 
apparatus. Some of these OSN services have spread out from their originating country to other countries 
in the world and are not confined to specific geographic locations. The political economy factors that 
were associated with the success of these online services are analysed here in the context of the US and 
China. It is argued that there is an implication of owners’ profit-based interest in ensuring the popularity 
of their online social platforms.

BACKGROUND

Audience commodity analysis as discussed by Dallas W. Smythe (1981) and Christian Fuchs (2016) is 
employed in the contexts of the US and China to comprehend the complex factors related to online social 
media owners’ interest as well as their negotiation with the government in online media’s prosperity. It is 
important to focus on the influence of government regulation and surveillance of OSN services. These 
companies function within laws and regulations set by the government of a country. Governments design 
and create a market economy which structures the way a company will run. Examples of these can be 
the structure of taxation and private data ownership and control in the case of OSN-based companies.

The limited inquiry on the political economy perspective of OSN services in China (in the English 
language) was evident while conducting this research. The central focus of the majority of research 
papers was censorship or use practices. The Chinese Internet scenario poses unique characteristics that 
separate it from others; namely, the obvious state control over the Internet activities. In the case of OSN 
services, Benney (2014) argues that the Internet in China was another tool for state control. He further 
argued that the Internet interfaces were designed in a way that the users were unconsciously led to use 
the technology in a certain manner conformed to the Chinese state and market. This, he showed, was 
congruent with Sina Weibo (Benney, 2014).

This article demonstrates how the companies of OSN services are monetising and commodifying 
the “attention economy” of media users (Goldhaber, 1997, para. 3; Christophers, 2010; Trottier, 2016). 
The greater the number of users of an online platform, the greater the potential for possible revenue. 
Following the work of Dallas Smythe (1981) on the audience commodity, this paper explores the way 
advertising has driven the development of OSN features. In turn, the advertising market is the basis for 
financial success with OSN services across China and the US. Christian Fuchs (2016) demonstrates that 
online social platforms have two forms of economies: the advertising economy and the finance economy. 
In the advertising economy, owners earn revenues from advertisement sales. In the finance economy, 
these owners of OSN services raise stock prices by “sell[ing] shares to investors” (Fuchs, 2016, p. 35).

Audience power is used by these OSN industries to gain revenue, in which audience time is referred 
to as a “commodity” (Smythe, 1981, p. 234). Smythe (1981) shows that audiences play the roles of being 
both a worker and buyer. He explains that, in the context of commercial television industry, audience’s 
attention is sold to the advertisers and commercials are sold back to the audiences. These audiences 
participate in the consumption process of commercials, but in this process of buying and selling, they 
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