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Abstract

Digital technology has a growing dominance in social relationships. This opinion paper aims, through a selection of
information deemed relevant on this topic, to offer a reflection on alienation in the context of social media, as well as, to
the extent possible, some of its implications.
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“While democracy is losing its way
And greed is getting greedier
Console yourself with a selfie or two
And post them on social media [...]
It's so nice when people like you
You’re feeling hashtag blessed
You're part of the conversation

It's like you passed the test”

(Pet Shop Boys, On Social Media, 2019)
1. Introduction

As will be seen throughout this text, the part of its title On Social Media is taken from the title of a song from the
musical duet Pet Shop Boys (composed of Christopher Lowe and Neil Tennant), which has recently been released, in
2019 (Pet Shop Boys, 2019; Low & Tennant, 2019).

My specific interest in this song as the starting point for this reflection is based on three main reasons, each with its
specific relative importance: (i) personal taste, which makes me follow the work of this music band since 1984; (ii) the
fact that my preteenager son told me: “this song seems current”, which increased my attention for this song (the music
but, mainly, the lyrics and the video); and (iii) my interest in the scientific study of the influence of social networks on
the interactions between individuals, favouring a sociological perspective (Serpa & Ferreira, 2018).

The reasons set out above inspired me in the preparation of this text, which is, itself and intentionally, assumedly
unorthodox in comparison with the usual academic papers. Thus, this opinion paper, inserted in a context where the
digital technology has an increasing relevance in the social relationships, aims, through a selection of information
deemed relevant on this topic, to put forward a reflection on alienation in the social media context, as well as, to the
extent possible, some of its implications.

2. Alienation and social Media

Although this paper does not exactly aim to discuss the concept of alienation, it is undeniable that it has been profusely
mobilised over the last century in the disciplinary fields of Philosophy and Social Science (Aron, 1994; Silver, 2018;
Harvey, 2018), although, more recently, it has been less used and has lost some visibility (Silver, 2018; Tairako, 2018).

Karl Marx was one of the most important contributors to the use of this concept of alienation (Raekstad, 2015).
According to the author, alienation may be considered as the lack of awareness, by the members of a social class, of
their social role in history. As Marx points out in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, in 1859,

The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society [infrastructure], the
real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of
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social consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, political
and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence
that determines their consciousness (in Cruz, 1989, pp. 73 and 74).

In this perspective, which values the activity of production in the formation and reproduction of alienation, and stressing
the existence of a profusion of analyses of Karl Marx’s work (Aron, 1994; Silver, 2018; Tairako, 2018; Harvey, 2018;
Adibifar, 2016), Tairako (2018) argues that the theory of alienation entails a set of transformations, of which the author
highlights:

(1) the transformation of relations of persons to persons in the production into those of things to things (the
first phase of the alienation=externalization of private property, namely reification), (2) the transformation of
relations of things to things into material properties of labor products (the second phase of the
alienation=externalization of private property, namely thingification), and (3) the transformation of property of
a thing from value or equivalent to money, and further to capital. The last transformation is characterized as an
increase of the dominion of things or products over the laborer or labor (p. 14).

As Raekstad (2015) states with regard to Marx’s proposal, he distinguishes four types of alienation:

alienation from the product of labour consists in the fact that, under capitalism, workers reproduce and
strengthen certain social structures that keep them in bondage; one of the implications of these social structures
is that one’s work and its content are determined by factors outside and seemingly independent of the workers
themselves (alienation from labour); the fact that this occurs in productive activity means that workers in such
societies are alienated from their internal ability for conscious self-directed activity (alienation from one'’s
essence as a species-being); and humans under such conditions are alienated from other humans because the
abovementioned forms of alienation entail, in a certain way, the existence of another specific role which must
be filled, namely the role of the capitalist, who comes to own the alienated products and labour as loci of power
over workers, and from whom workers are, therefore, alienated (alienation from other human beings)
[emphasis added] (p. 313).

However, in order to increase its heuristic ability to interpret the current social reality, it seems pertinent to us the stance
which advocates that alienation has to be a broader multidimensional concept than the perspective provided by Marx,
which focuses on alienation in the relationship between capital and labour (Tairako, 2018; Silver, 2018; Raekstad, 2018).
The reflection carried out in this paper seeks to discuss the updating of a proposal on alienation — “alienation, grounded
in an acknowledgment of contingency and pluralism: there is no single ultimate source of alienation, and alienation may
emerge through multiple combinations of diverse factors” (Silver, 2018, p. 85). Furthermore, it also seeks to establish
an interconnection between the macro-, meso- and micro-social levels (Silver, 2018; Harvey, 2018; Serpa & Ferreira,
2019).

Akoun (1990, p. 15) maintains that the concept of “Alienation” may have the more general meaning of “transformation
of man’s specific activity into a power that would be strange to him and which dominates him”. The strangeness (Javeau,
1998) of man before himself and his activity is a key feature of alienation.

However, as Harvey (2018) points out, alienation is present everywhere and permeates all contexts where social
interaction takes place. Still according to Harvey (2018, p. 428), “Alienated wage labour may be offset by
compensatory consumerism”. This may occur in a context where the application of digital and
information/communication technologies is intensified, given that, as Adibifar (2016) suggests, “Technology can also
be defined as knowledgeability and ability to apply any types of machine in any form and shape in interaction,
operation, and production to achieve an objective” (p. 62).

Adibifar (2016) reminds us that the relationship between alienation and technology is a very complex one.

Marx alienation is mostly relevant to production, but | perceive consumption, particularly consumption of
technology, as a core agent of alienation. Generally, alienation as a psychological condition that refers to the
breakdown of the natural interconnection among people and their production and feeling of disconnectedness
from social settings as the individual views his/ her relationships from social context as no longer reasonable
(Adibifar, 2016, p. 64).
The presence of technology, which is reinforced, for example, in the framework of Society 5.0 (Ferreira & Serpa, 2018),
is materialised in diverse aspects. In this regard, Adibifar (2016) argues that

People may use the internet to seek partners, do research, establish contact with others, or even seek family and
social support. With electronic mail (email), social networking websites, and text messages, face-to-face
conversation is becoming more obsolete. Instead of taking time to call someone or write letters to family, many
people send text messages that barely make grammatical sense. It is true that technology has made it easier for
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people to interact, but it also has and continues to diminish the value of human communication (p. 64).

This difficulty in being able to consciously deal with the presence of technology, namely in the context of social media,
is added to other hindrances, such as the issue of digital literacy (Santos & Serpa, 2017). This is justified by the fact that
“People who lack the knowledge and skills of information technology cannot compete in the current model of
globalization and techno-industrial society. This in turn diminishes their importance and their social status, resulting in
alienation” (Adibifar, 2016, p. 65).

3. Conclusion

In this context of growing influence of technology on our social life, in which the potential increase and/or variation of
alienation is expanding (Kutubidze, 2019), the sociologist has “the responsibility of maintaining a clear, insightful and
constantly renewed awareness of the impetus that drives any society and the objectives that it pursues” (Rocher, 1989, p.
252). As the eternal Norbert Elias (2011) states,

when creating or criticising sociological theories, to what extent | am essentially trying to establish the validity
of a preconceived idea of how human societies should be ordered? Secondly: to what extent do | accept the
results of theoretical and empirical research that will confirm my own objectives and hopes, not taking into
account those who are incompatible with them? Thirdly: to what extent am | primarily concerned with finding
connections between particular social events, understanding how we can explain their sequence? And finally:
what help can sociological theories give to the explanation and determination of the course of social problems
and to what extent am | interested in finding practical solutions for them? (pp. 167-168).

In this context of deconstructing preconceived ideas and “making more accessible to human understanding these blind
and uncontrolled processes, explaining them and allowing people guidance within the social web” (Elias, 2011, p. 168),
Sociology can provide instruments of analysis, understanding and deconstruction of social alienation (Ferreira & Serpa,
2017) and, ultimately, provide individuals with an awareness, always respecting their autonomy, and understand the
reasons, as well as the implications of considering that “When you’re on Social media . . . [you] feel so empowered”
(Pet Shop Boys, 2019; Lowe & Tennant, 2019).
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