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Social Media Profiles as the Contemporary Prototypical Fetishistic Commodity  

Karl Marx’s acute aptitude for analyzing and critiquing the foundation of civilization is an 

invaluable tool for contemporary students of society. His expansive body of sociological theories 

and examinations offers students a unique opportunity to provide context, and possibly even 

explanation, to the peculiar social phenomena of the present. Marx’s thesis on the “Fetishism of 

Commodities” investigates the oddities of capitalism’s sacred commodity, but also sketches an 

eerily accurate blueprint for the modern-day commodification of social media profiles. In the 

“Fetishism of Commodities,” Marx posits that capitalism’s effectuation of commodities in the 

free market is flawed because inherent to the production of a commodity lies myriad social 

implications that skew and distort the value and real-world significance of the commodity. 

Today, the emphasis of social media and electronic socialization creates a world in which every 

online artifact representing a real-world experience, thought, or characteristic effectively 

becomes a commodity, culminating in the grandest and most personal electronic commodity: a 

profile. Furthermore, these commodities are even more fetishized than the examples Marx 

originally bases his theory on because these profiles represent the most fetishized aspect of the 

human condition: one’s self. My model accounts for each facet of a social media profile’s 

production as well as its relative monetary, but stratospheric social, values as a capital good.  

Viewing social media profiles through the lens of commodification epitomizes Marx’s notion 

that the social relationships involved in the production of a commodity dilute the essence of the 

commodity, making it more a component of human ideology than a good with distinct value. His 

two central stipulations for the production of this breed of commodity are that it “must, as a 

definite useful kind of labor, satisfy a definite social want, and thus hold its place as part and 
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parcel of the collective labour of all, as a branch of a social division of labour.” Marx continues 

stating: “it can satisfy the manifold wants of the individual producer himself, only in so far as the 

mutual exchangeability of all kinds of useful private labour is an established social fact.” In my 

model, the social fact referenced here is the most literal application of the phrase. It translates to 

the now universal “social fact” that social media presence carries social weight. In fact, the 

nature of this commodity makes the process of labor and production much less convoluted than 

the process Marx outlines. Because the same individual is both responsible for and reaps the 

benefits of the labor, value, and reward of their profile.  

The labor that “satisfies a definite social want” equates to how people seek out particular 

activities that, when posted about on social media, add a desired element or effect to their 

Instagram or Facebook feed. The labor, here, lies in documenting the social credit one takes—i.e. 

a photo or video of the activity posted about—and the curation of these posts on one’s profile. 

No one is being paid to post or share. In fact, the recent development of ‘Instagram traps’ in the 

restaurant industry is a prime example of the labor some choose to invest in their profiles. Paying 

more money for a chocolate dessert that melts into itself, revealing a cookie dough interior, not 

because of its quality or taste but because it’s eye-candy for a Snapchat or Instagram post 

substantiates that notion that people are self-motivated enough by the optics of their profiles to 

perform labor.  

Though this labor might appear superficial—yes, spending more money to post about an 

inconsequential dessert defines superficiality—Marx’s theory of the fetishized commodity 

identifies this as a concrete oddity and elucidates why phenomena like this exist within 

capitalism. First, to understand why people expend effort, we must understand what they’re 
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gaining as a reward. The modern, internet-demented world emphasizes individuality as both a 

means to project a distinguished version of oneself and to find others that are compatible with 

that version. This concept is catalyzed by social media; sororities at big universities take a 

prospective sister’s Instagram profile into consideration when deciding if they want to accept her 

into their sorority. A social media profile embodies a bite-sized, heavily curated reflection of not 

just who someone is, but who someone wants to be like and liked by. Hence, the value of the 

profile lies in how its qualities affect others’ perception of the user.  

The narcissistic nature of humankind is responsible for both the usage of social media and the 

fetishism of profiles as a commodity. Marx describes the fetishistic commodities as those “which 

attaches itself to the products of labour, so soon as they are produced as commodities, and which 

is therefore inseparable from the production of commodities.” This posits social media profiles 

as fetishistic commodities because the labor necessary to maintain them is inherently 

“inseparable” from the commodity’s neatly packaged and polished final product. Also, the fact 

that the labor and coinciding product is exclusively self-serving—not on a monetary scale but on 

a social scale—amplifies the extent of the social media profile’s fetishistic-factor.  

Finally, Marx’s statement about the origins of fetishistic commodities solidifies the social media 

profile’s role as a contemporary supreme example of such: “This Fetishism of commodities has 

its origin, as the foregoing analysis has already shown, in the peculiar social character of the 

labour that produces them.” In my estimation, there is nothing more peculiar than a phenomenon 

in which people perform labor in order to electronically present themselves in intentional and 

curated manners so as to influence others’ perceptions and impressions of who they are. The 

fetishistic component of social media results from humans’ necessity to both accept and reject 
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other members of the race, and Instagram provides an easy and stimulating method to do so. This 

argument is not to say that an Instagram profile is inherently bad, unevolved, or immoral. It’s 

simply that the internet and electronics have evolved to mimic our economy—evident in the 

commodification of time spent on platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and Youtube—and part of 

Marx’s critique of the capitalist economy pinpoints exactly what’s happening before our eyes 

online. Admittedly, however, it is helpful; I don’t think anyone is going to stop Facebook 

searching their new freshman-year roommate before move-in day.  

 


