
 http://mcs.sagepub.com/
Media, Culture & Society

 http://mcs.sagepub.com/content/33/3/433
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/0163443710394902

 2011 33: 433Media Culture Society
Micky Lee

Google ads and the blindspot debate
 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Media, Culture & SocietyAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 

 
 http://mcs.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://mcs.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://mcs.sagepub.com/content/33/3/433.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 What is This?
 

- Apr 19, 2011Version of Record >> 

 at MCGILL UNIVERSITY LIBRARY on June 15, 2012mcs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://mcs.sagepub.com/
http://mcs.sagepub.com/content/33/3/433
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://mcs.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://mcs.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://mcs.sagepub.com/content/33/3/433.refs.html
http://mcs.sagepub.com/content/33/3/433.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://mcs.sagepub.com/


Media, Culture & Society
33(3) 433 –447

© The Author(s) 2011
Reprints and permission: 

sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0163443710394902

mcs.sagepub.com

Corresponding author:
Micky Lee, Department of Communication and Journalism, Suffolk University, 41 Temple Street Boston, 
Massachusetts, 02114, USA.
Email: mickycheers@yahoo.com

Google ads and the 
blindspot debate

Micky Lee
Suffolk University, USA

Abstract
This article renews Dallas Smythe’s ‘blindspot’ argument by examining the economy 
of Google advertising. I argue that Google sells at least three types of commodities: 
keywords, statistics of keywords, and search results. Through a vertically integrated 
system, Google sells to advertisers commodities that have no exchange value outside the 
Google ads system. Moreover, Google creates an ideology that the world’s information 
is at the users’ fingertips, which encourages users to search more, and hence view more 
advertisements.
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Introduction

In consideration for Google granting you access to and use of the services, you agree that 
Google may place such advertising on the services. 

(Clause 17.3, Google’s Terms of Services)

Dallas Smythe’s ground breaking article ‘Communications: blindspot of western Marxism’ 
(1977) pointed out the economic function that a mass communication system plays in a 
capitalist system. He argued that the mass media is more than a superstructure that manu-
factures ideology. It is also an economic institution that produces surplus value for capital. 
Smythe further suggested that the mass media sell the audience’s time to advertisers. 
Hence, the audience works while watching television. As workers, they ‘perform essential 
marketing functions for the producers of consumers’ goods, and work at the production 
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and reproduction of labour power’ (Smythe, 1977: 3). The media content (such as televi-
sion programming) is nothing but bait that lures the audience to watch television.

Smythe’s provocative essay received responses from Marxist scholars such as Nicholas 
Garnham (1979), Eileen Meehan (1984, 1993a, 1993b), Sut Jhally (1982), Jhally and 
Livant (1986), Graham Murdock (1978), Bill Livant (1979, 1982), and Rick Maxwell 
(1991). The comments and criticisms (called the ‘blindspot debate’) on Smythe’s article 
have refined concepts such as ‘audience commodity’ and ‘audience’s time’.

How can we update Smythe’s arguments and the blindspot debate in an age of tech-
nological convergence and media conglomeration in an accelerating global economy? 
Do internet websites sell the audience commodity in the same way as commercial televi-
sion does? This article aims to answer these two questions.

To many internet users, Google is a search engine. The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines ‘google’ as a verb. To google is to perform an internet search. Internet users may 
classify Google as a technology company, not a media and advertising company. 
However, in the company’s words, Google has ‘evolved into a software, technology, 
advertising and media company all rolled into one’ (Google, 2008: 17). Like network 
television, advertising comprises the majority of Google’s revenue. It is a commercially 
supported site, and its economic survival depends on advertising revenue and a vast 
number of users. Similar to network television, Google exchanges free content with 
advertisements.

However, one major difference between network television and Google is that Google 
vertically integrates the search engine, the advertising agency, and the ratings system. 
Google’s AdWords program is designed so that advertisers bid for keywords on the Google 
search result page. Google exercises a great degree of control of both the content of the ads 
and the mechanism under which the ads appear. Google also sets the pricing system of 
AdWords. How do advertisers know their campaign is working? Google provides the rat-
ings. How can advertisers improve their ratings? Google has specialists to assist advertisers 
to manage campaigns to improve ratings (Delaney, 2006a). Meehan (1993a) pointed out 
the close working relationship between network television, advertising agencies, and rat-
ings firms. In the case of Google, the company is an all-in-one content provider, advertising 
agency, and ratings firm. The Google system is closed and non-competitive. Advertisers 
cannot place an ad on Google through another company. Furthermore, other ratings com-
panies have no access to the internet traffic data collected by Google.

The vertically integrated and non-competitive nature of Google’s AdWords calls into 
question what Google sells. This article argues that Google sells what it claims to sell – 
information. As an advertising agency, it sells keywords. As a ratings company, it sells 
statistics of keywords. As a content provider, it sells search indexes. All these forms of 
information have exchange value because Google (along with other information compa-
nies) transforms information, which otherwise has no value, into commodities in the 
market. This article aims to show what the process is.

A brief history of the blindspot debate

Smythe wrote ‘Communications: blindspot of western Marxism’ (1977) to point out how 
western Marxists overlooked the economic function of mass media in a capitalist system. 
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He believed that Marxist scholars focused solely on the superstructure such as messages, 
information, images, meanings and the like. Smythe critiqued western Marxists who saw 
mass media as merely an institution which manipulates the audience to submit to the 
dominant ideology. Appropriating a materialist historical approach, Smythe asked two 
questions: what does the mass media sell? What do advertisers buy? To Smythe, the 
commodity that is bought and sold is the audience―both as products and as labor. As 
products, the audience is abstracted into a demographic sold to advertisers. As labor, the 
audience performs an economic activity while watching television. During work time, 
workers sell their labor time to produce and to accumulate surplus value. During leisure 
time, workers also sell their labor time to create surplus value for network television. 
Smythe acknowledged that the audience commodity performs an essential economic 
function because consumption creates a need for new production.

Garnham (1979) and Murdock (1978) both critiqued Smythe for presenting a reduc-
tionist Marxist perspective. Rather than taking on the audience commodity question spe-
cifically, both Garnham and Murdock highlighted the inadequacy of an economic 
determinist Marxist perspective. Smythe (1978) responded to Murdock that Marxists 
should use an ‘historical, materialist, dialectical method [to] seek the reality of class 
struggle, [which] will reflect political, economic and psychological aspects of the proc-
ess’ (1978: 126). Murdock, Garnham, and Smythe would all agree that Marxist theories 
should integrate an economic analysis with an ideological examination.

Sut Jhally (1982), Jhally and Livant (1986) and Bill Livant (1979, 1982) refined 
Smythe’s concept of the audience commodity. Jhally and Livant (1986) and Livant 
(1982) suggested that rather than looking at what advertisers buy, the focus should be on 
what the media sell. The media, according to Jhally and Livant, sell time. Objective time 
is sold by the network to advertisers (Jhally, 1982). Both the audience and the networks 
produce the commodity audience’s watching time. Drawing from Smythe’s idea, Jhally 
and Livant believe that watching advertisements is work. In order for a network to create 
surplus value through selling advertising time, the audience is asked to watch more (i.e. 
longer commercial breaks) and to watch harder (i.e. targeted advertising and product 
placement).

Some scholars questioned whether the audience is a natural phenomenon or a manu-
factured product. They pointed out the difference between the audience as people and the 
audience as commodity. Smythe’s analysis seems to have confused both (Maxwell, 
1991). The industry is not necessarily interested in the audience as people; they are more 
interested in the audience as an aggregate. Advertisers do not need to know how indi-
vidual workers labor in front of the television, but they want to know the demographics 
of the audience. The question then is whether the audience as people is the same as the 
audience as an aggregate.

Livant (1979) argued that the blind spot of media research is the non-historical con-
ception of the audience: ‘the production and exchange of the capacities of audience to do 
things is a very modern development’ (1979: 99). Maxwell (1991) recast Jhally and 
Livant’s (1986) analysis through an examination of the fetishism attached to the com-
modity form of the audience. Fetishism occurs when the commodity form is believed to 
carry a price and the commodity form is believed to create surplus value. Maxwell 
rejected the idea that advertisers buy the work performed by the television audience. He 
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believes advertisers buy the imaginary price of the audience commodity. To this end, 
surplus value is not created on the side of production, but on the side of consumption.

Meehan (1984, 1993a, 1993b) brought to attention the role that the ratings industry 
plays in manufacturing the audience. The audience as people existed before the ratings 
industry existed. However, the ratings industry uses polls and other instruments to create 
the audience. Meehan (1993a) asserts that ratings not only report data, but also set a 
price. Networks fix a price and demand that advertisers pay. What the media, advertisers, 
and ratings firms seek is not the real audience but the audience commodity.

New media have changed the nature of the audience both as people and as commod-
ity. When compared to the audience of the 1970s, the audience of today has a wider array 
of media to choose from (television, magazine, the internet, and so on) and more choices 
within one medium (such as magazine titles). Hence, marketing firms need to employ 
new methods to measure the audience and to quantify audience behaviors. There is a 
dearth of studies that renew the blindspot debate by using new media examples. Striphas 
(2009) and Wasser (2001) attempted to theorize new media devices (such as Amazon.
com’s portable reading device Kindle) by adopting the blindspot debate’s argument. Yet 
both essays are more like short cultural commentaries than concrete political economic 
analysis. Bermejo (2009) provides a comparative study of how the broadcasting and 
search engine industries manufacture an audience. He concluded his essay by asking 
these questions: what actual work is performed by the audience of Google? Is the com-
modity produced by search engines audience or users? Is the watching time of a particu-
lar audience being sold? Are keywords the product being sold? We will answer these 
questions in the analysis.

Google AdWords

As of August 2009, Google is the most visited website on the internet. From June to 
August of 2009, about 32.7 percent of all internet users around the globe paid a visit to 
Google.com (according to Alexa.com). During the same time period, Google was one of 
the top ten most visited websites in almost all countries. In addition to Google.com, 
Google offers the search engine in 173 local domains.

Advertising revenue comprises the majority of Google revenue (Richmond, 2005). 
Most Google services charge the users nothing, but some premium services (such as 
Google Earth Pro and Google SketchUp Pro) target business customers and require a 
paid subscription. Google’s founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin did not initially con-
ceptualize the search engine as a commercially supported tool. They wrote the Google 
search engine algorithm for their PhD dissertations. They aimed to develop a search 
engine that could objectively rank pages according to relevance, not according to the 
amount of money paid by site owners to the search engine company. As the search engine 
grew popular in the Stanford community, they decided to start a company to develop the 
search engine full time. Page and Brin were skeptical of advertisements at first (Stross, 
2008). They later decided that if they had to sell advertisements on Google, the ads 
should be relevant to the searches conducted by users.

In 2006, American advertisers spent US$15.9 billion on online advertising. Although 
online advertising only accounts for 10 percent of all advertising spending in the USA, it 
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is expected to grow. In 2006, Google took in a quarter of online advertising spending 
(Bradley, 2006). Google’s market share of online advertising is larger in Europe than in 
the USA (Delaney, 2007). Google’s advertising program AdWords attracts small and 
medium-sized businesses that cannot afford television advertisements (or even local 
newspapers advertisements). AdWords therefore expands the market of advertising 
(Delaney, 2006a, 2006c).

AdWords only sells one kind of ad: text-based search ads. Search ads appear on the 
Google search result pages and content network sites (to be explained later). In 2008, 
search ad spending was $10.4 billion; and Google received 70 percent of all US search 
ad spending (Vascellaro, 2008). In 2006, Google started to expand its advertising busi-
ness by acting as an advertising agency which helps clients to buy ads in radio, televi-
sion, and magazines (Delaney, 2006a, 2008; Wall Street Journal, 2006). Google-owned 
YouTube also carries broadcast ads (Delaney, 2006b). The commodification process of 
text-based search ads is different from non-search, non-text-based ads, therefore this 
article looks only at Google search ads.

In addition to showing search result pages, Google also shows ads on third party web-
sites. For example, the New York Times online partners with Google and shows text ads. 
Website owners can join Google’s AdSense program so that Google text ads will appear 
on their websites. In return, the websites receive money from Google. I will not discuss 
the AdSense program here because users who conduct a search may have different 
motives from users who visit websites such as newspaper sites or blogs.

AdWords is an online program that advertisers use to buy ads on Google. As men-
tioned, advertisers cannot go through another party to buy ads on Google. They may hire 
consultants (including those who work for Google) to place ads, but consultants have to 
use AdWords.

Advertisers manage their own campaigns online, including bidding for keywords and 
submitting ad copy. Instead of buying a time slot as in broadcast ads or buying a space as 
in print ads, advertisers bid for keywords on AdWords. Keywords are terms and phrases 
that users input in the Google’s search box. Since users search for websites, not for ads, 
advertisers have to speculate about the keywords that users input. The keywords input by 
users trigger relevant ads. For example, a company that specializes in Massachusetts-
themed pictures may bid for keywords such as ‘Boston skyline’, ‘New England foliage’, 
and ‘Harvard Yard’. So when a user types in the keyword ‘Boston skyline’, the compa-
ny’s ad will have a chance to appear. When I typed in the keyword ‘Boston skyline’, two 
ads appeared next to the search results: ‘Boston skyline photos’ and ‘Boston skyline at 
Amazon’. Both advertisers have correctly guessed the keywords that I input. It also 
implies that users who have keyed in ‘Boston skyline’ in the past have clicked on either 
or both ads. On the contrary, the keyword ‘New England foliage’ did not yield any adver-
tisers that sell pictures. There are two possible reasons to explain the lack of ads: first, 
few advertisers that sell pictures bid for the keyword ‘New England foliage’; second, in 
the past users who input ‘New England foliage’ did not click on ads about pictures of 
autumn in Massachusetts.

Advertisers can bid for as many keywords as desired. The minimum price is one US 
cent; the maximum price is US$100. Advertisers can bid for either cost per click or cost 
per a thousand impressions. The cost per click bid is the price that an advertiser pays 
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when a user clicks on the ad. The cost per thousand impressions is the price that an adver-
tiser pays for an ad to appear a thousand times. The price that an advertiser is willing to 
pay does not solely determine the position of the ad. Google assigns a ‘quality score’ to 
every keyword for every advertiser. Both the quality score and the bidding price of the 
keywords determine the ad ranking. The more relevant an ad is to the user’s query, the 
higher the quality score it will receive. Google has not fully disclosed how the quality 
score is calculated. Suffice it to say that if I click on the ad for ‘Boston skyline photos’ 
when searching for ‘Boston skyline’, the quality score of that keyword will increase for 
that particular advertiser. It means that this particular ad will occupy a higher position the 
next time a user types in ‘Boston skyline’. In addition, the bidding cost for that keyword 
will drop for that particular advertiser because the quality score goes up.

The rather convoluted online bidding is to guarantee the ads displayed are relevant to 
the users’ query. Google wants to ensure that advertisers with small budgets do not 
unfairly compete with those with big budgets. For example, if Procter and Gamble – 
which has had one of the biggest advertising budgets in the USA since the 1950s (Bradley, 
2006) – wants to advertise a new product and buys every keyword at a high price on 
AdWords, most of the ads will probably occupy a low position because of irrelevancy. 
Users who search for Boston skyline may not find an ad of Procter and Gamble relevant, 
and may not click on the ad.

Another way that Google controls relevancy is to impose a space limit on the search 
ad. Regardless of budget, each ad has the same length limit: four lines. Google dictates 
that the first line has to be a title of 25 characters or less; the last line should be the URL 
of the advertiser’s site.

Similar to traditional media, Google’s AdWords can target a geographical region and 
a demographic. The IP address of internet connection informs Google’s server where the 
computer is located. Gender- and age-related information disclosed by users in site reg-
istration is used for targeted advertising.

Google believes that Google ads promote a democratic marketplace (Mangalindan, 
2003). First, the search results page clearly distinguishes organic search results from 
sponsored links. Users are guaranteed that the website ranking in the organic search is 
calculated without any influence from advertisers. Second, Google aims to provide only 
relevant ads to users (Klaassen, 2007). Third, Google believes that advertisers with small 
budgets can compete with those with big budgets, as long as they bid for relevant 
keywords.

Major advertisers and advertising executives, on the other hand, are skeptical of 
Google’s AdWords. Advertisers complain that Google does not give a discount for bulk 
buying (Neff, 2008). Advertising executives feel that Google is trying to alter the rules 
of the industry (Delaney, 2006b). Some worry that Google AdWords may make account 
executives obsolete because sellers can directly buy ads on Google without a middle 
person (Delaney, 2006c; Fine and Kerwin, 2004; Mangalindan, 2003).

Most of the literature on online advertising is written by advertising scholars and 
practitioners. Unsurprisingly, none of the studies found in advertising journals adopted a 
critical perspective, let alone a historical materialist approach. The existing literature 
does not question the function of advertising in a capitalist society; it takes for granted 
the nature of advertising as an institution. As a result, studies on online advertising tend 
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to measure the effectiveness of online advertising (some examples are Dou et al., 2001; 
Huang and Lin, 2006; Richardson, 2006, 2007). The non-critical stance in previous stud-
ies may reflect the ‘industry-friendly’ attitude in mainstream advertising research.

The first commodity: keywords

In this and the next two sections, I examine what Google AdWords sells. I first look at 
the notion of audience commodity, which is a central argument in the blindspot debate. 
Next I look at the ratings commodity, a concept advanced by Meehan (1984, 1993a, 
1993b). Lastly, I look at the ‘bait’ of Google AdWords – Google’s search results.

Smythe argued that network television sells to advertisers the audience as both prod-
ucts and labor. As a product, the audience is abstracted into a demographic. For instance, 
a prime time television show attracts x audience members of which y percent have a 
household income above the median. In the case of Google, an average of 32.7 percent 
of all internet users in the world visited Google.com during the period June to August 
2009 (according to Alexa.com), making it the most visited site on the internet. When 
compared to the average internet user, the Google user is more likely to be younger (18 
to 34-years old), male, with no children, more educated, and able to access the internet at 
home (which means having a computer with internet connection, hence more economic 
power). The above information illustrates how an audience as a demographic can be sold 
to advertisers.

However, in the case of Google, the above information means very little to AdWords 
advertisers because not every user will see the same set of advertisements. The network 
television audience sees the same set of advertisements (certainly the audience may zap 
through advertisements by changing channels, but the point is that the same set of adver-
tisements will be shown). In the case of Google, the appearance of a certain ad depends 
on the keyword that a user inputs. It is fair to assume that at any given time, the set of ads 
being shown to most users is different. Therefore, advertisers will not find the demo-
graphic information of all Google users alone valuable. Instead, advertisers will find 
information about keywords useful – which keywords are typed in the most frequently? 
How is the popularity of keywords related to the month of the year? Advertisers can look 
up the information at AdWords Keyword Tool. For example, the keyword ‘Boston sky-
line’ was input 18,100 times in July 2009. ‘Boston skylines’, on the other hand, was typed 
in only 73 times. Advertisers would have to bid a higher price for the keyword ‘Boston 
skyline’ than for the keyword ‘Boston skylines’ because it generates 250 times more hits.

How is the number of keyword hits related to the number of audience members? It 
cannot be assumed that 18,100 users have searched for ‘Boston skyline’. Internet users 
usually search with the same keyword more than once. Unlike television viewers – who 
have no choice but to watch the same set of television ads – internet users play an active 
role in typing in words, hence triggering related ads. Internet users tend to input a limited 
number of keywords. Most users never search for things that do not interest them (for 
example, I have never searched for ‘professional wrestling’). Although Google attracts 
many users, all users will be shown only a small fraction of all search ads. Therefore, 
what is more meaningful to advertisers is the information about the popularity of key-
words coupled with that of audience demographic.
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What exactly is the nature of a keyword in AdWords? Advertisers do not bid for key-
words in order to own them. Unlike copyrighted slogans (such as McDonald’s ‘I’m 
lovin’ it’ and Nike’s ‘Just do it’) and trademarks (such as the brand names ‘Google’ and 
‘Amazon’), the ownership of keywords is not exclusive. Keywords are not exhaustive – 
an indefinite number of advertisers can bid for the same keywords. Advertisers may have 
to pay a higher price for popular keywords, but keywords will never be sold out. This is 
the first paradox of the economy of AdWords.

The second paradox is that the semantic meanings of the keywords do not matter. In 
AdWords, only the exchange value matters – that is, how much advertisers are willing to 
pay for a keyword when the ad is clicked. A copyrighted slogan like ‘I’m lovin’ it’ has 
both use value and exchange value. The use value is how the slogan communicates the 
concept of McDonald’s to consumers. (Obviously McDonald’s will not use the slogan 
‘greasy, unhealthy fast food’.) The exchange value can be the fine imposed on those who 
infringe the copyright of the slogan. In AdWords, only the exchange value of the key-
words matters. Some strategists (such as Jacobson, 2007) advise advertisers to bid for 
commonly misspelt words because they are generally cheaper. In addition, advertisers can 
catch users who have deficient spelling ability. For example, the average bidding cost for 
the word “mortgage” is US$10 per click (Richmond, 2006). Advertisers can bid for the 
misspelt word ‘motage’ at a lower price. The misspelt word was searched for 33,100 times 
in the USA in July 2009 (it received more hits than ‘Boston skyline’). On the other hand, 
some keywords have no exchange value – keywords that trigger ads that are hardly ever 
clicked on have little to no exchange value. AdWords automatically deactivates underper-
forming keywords; advertisers need to increase the bids in order to reactivate them.

We have established that Google AdWords does not sell audience demographics but 
keywords. However, the nature of keywords is peculiar. Keywords are non-exhaustive, 
non-exclusive, and only have exchange value within Google AdWords.

In order to understand the nature of keywords, we revisit Jhally and Livant’s (1986) 
argument that the focus should be on what the media sells, not on what advertisers buy. 
They suggested that network television sells the audience’s watching time, which can be 
quantified. Does Google sell time or space? On the surface, search ads are more like print 
ads because they are displayed in a space, not broadcast within a time period. However, 
the economy of search ads is not like that of print ads because there is less of a scarcity 
problem. Jhally and Livant neglected to mention that the reason network television can 
set a price for a commercial spot is that there is a scarcity issue. If there were infinite time 
in a day, network television could find it hard to sell commercial spots because there 
would be a limitless number of spots. The same case applies to publications. If a news-
paper had a limitless number of pages, advertising rates would drop very low. The scar-
city problem is independent of the size of the audience. Even if everyone in the world 
buys a copy of the New York Times, the newspaper can only carry x pages of ads and y 
pages of editorial in one issue. Similarly, even if everyone in the world watches the same 
network television channel, the network can only carry x hours of ads and y hours of 
content in a day. But Google does not face the same scarcity problem. The worldwide 
number of internet users was estimated to be 1.6 billion as of March 2009. On any given 
day from June to August 2009, 30 percent of all internet users (that is 480 million) visited 
Google.com. Chances are that most of the 480 million users did not search for the same 
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keywords. What it means is that on any given day, literally millions (if not hundreds of 
millions) of search result pages are generated along with related search ads. If every user 
performs two searches instead of one in a day, the number of search results pages gener-
ated doubles. Space in the sense of a search ad is more limitless than that of a print ad in 
a publication. Therefore, Google is not selling space as there is not a scarcity problem.

Smythe believed that network television sells the audience as labor. To watch is to 
work. Jhally and Livant (1986) expanded Smythe’s argument that surplus value is cre-
ated when the audience watches more ads and when targeted advertising is used. In 
Google, advertisers can bid for either cost per click or cost per a thousand impressions. 
Value is created when a user clicks on an ad bid with cost per click or when a user looks 
at an ad bid with cost per a thousand impressions. Since both cost per click and cost per 
a thousand impressions co-exist, it creates a peculiar situation in which a user can look 
at an ad attentively but the ‘looking’ action does not create value if the advertiser chooses 
the cost per click bid. If an ad is bid with cost per click, value is not created unless a user 
clicks on the ad. How attentive this user is does not matter.

If watching commercials is work, looking at print ads is work, and clicking on search 
ads is work, is the work the same? Is one kind of labor harder than the other two? Do all 
three kinds of labor create the same values? While these questions can be answered, they 
sound absurd. In Marx’s Capital (1995), production labor transforms one commodity 
form into another commodity form. For example, cotton is woven into cloth; cloth is 
sewn into clothes. However, wearing and sewing are different kinds of labor than watch-
ing, looking, and clicking. Watching an ad (or looking at one or clicking on one) does not 
transform an ad into something else. An ad watched a million times is still the same ad. 
Nevertheless, values do get created in the advertising industry. After all, the advertising 
industry is worth at least $250bn in the USA (Delaney, 2006a). As Maxwell (1991) 
argues, values are created on the consumption side, not on the production side. Advertising 
spending is where the creation of values takes place. Maxwell suggests that ‘as the fet-
ishism of commodities attaches itself to the audience the structure of exchange between 
media owners and advertisers makes it look like money grows out of watching’ (1991: 
40). Maxwell’s concept of fetishism of commodities can be applied to understand the 
two paradoxes of keywords in AdWords. Fetishism of commodities occurs when a high 
exchange value is attributed to an object of no or little use value. For example, diamond 
has little use value (other than in industries which use diamond to cut metals), but it has 
a high exchange value. The quest for diamonds is a fetishism. Advertisers pay for key-
words even though they are non-exhaustive and non-exclusive. In the Google AdWords 
context, keywords have no use value – the semantic meanings do not matter. Therefore, 
the exchange value of keywords is a phantom. Keywords have no comparative exchange 
value outside a search ad market. Maxwell asserts that in network television, ‘the actual 
site of audience commodity production cannot be found outside the exchange relations 
among ratings firms, broadcast and cable companies, and the advertising industry. There 
is no effective demand for this peculiar commodity anywhere else.’ (1991: 29) One 
reason why Google is able to attribute exchange value to keywords is because it also 
controls the ratings system of AdWords.

The above analysis shows that the nature of the keyword commodity is paradoxical. 
First, there is no scarcity of keywords; second, the semantic meanings of keywords do 
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not matter. This paradoxical nature of keywords reveals two limitations in Jhally and 
Livant (1986): first, they neglected to consider the question of scarcity in television com-
mercial spots; second, they mistook the nature of labor and the creation of surplus value 
as laid out in Marx’s Capital. Maxwell’s (1991) introduction of the concept of fetishism 
of the audience seems to be a more promising way to solve the two paradoxes of Google 
keywords. If the commodity’s exchange value alone is meaningful, the use value of the 
commodity does not matter at all.

The second commodity: ratings

Meehan’s essay ‘Ratings and the institutional approach: a third answer to the commodity 
question’ (1984) proposed that the ratings industry is what manufactures the audience 
commodity. In a later essay, Meehan (1993b) asserted that ratings not only report data, 
they also help the media to fix the advertising rate. While audience measurement tech-
niques appear to be objective, the choice of particular techniques is influenced by corpo-
rate strategy. Network television may want to emphasize the size of the audience while 
cable television may want to emphasize the income of the audience.

Internet ratings firms such as ComScore and Nielson Online adopt methods used in 
television ratings to measure the online audience. They ask internet users to track what they 
do online (Steel, 2008). Diaries and surveys gather data such as which websites users visit, 
and the time they spend on the websites. In a new media environment, online behaviors can 
easily be tracked by cookies saved on users’ computers. For example, Google offers the 
complimentary Google Toolbar to users. The Toolbar records the sites that users visit and 
the amount of time that they spend on each site. In return, Google has claimed that the 
search results will be more relevant to particular users (Rothenberg, 2003). For example, 
users who search for ‘Boston skyline’ and ‘New England pictures’ will be shown more 
webpages of photos of the Northeast in future search results. Those who search for ‘Boston 
skyline’ and ‘Boston trip’ will be shown more webpages about travelling.

It was argued in the last section that in Google AdWords, information about keywords 
is more meaningful to advertisers than audience demographic. The AdWords program 
presents data to advertisers about the popularity of keywords. AdWords also presents the 
competitiveness of keywords among advertisers. Some popular keywords may not be 
competitive because although users search for them, advertisers do not bid for them. For 
example, ‘war Iraq’ was searched more frequently than ‘mortgage lenders’ in July 2009, 
but the exchange value of the former is less than the latter.

AdWords does not give data on the average, the lowest or the highest bids of key-
words. AdWords only gives information about the click-through rate (i.e. ratio of clicks 
to impressions), average cost per click, and average ordinal position of the ads.

The position of the ads may be improved by increasing the bid, but it also depends 
on the quality score of the keyword. To quote from Google (2009, emphasis added), the 
quality score is calculated by:

The historical click-through rate (CTR) of the keyword and the matched ad on Google [...]

Your account history, which is measured by the CTR of all the ads and keywords in your 
account.
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The historical CTR of the display URLs in the ad group.

The quality of your landing page.

The relevance of the keyword to the ads in its ad group.

The relevance of the keyword and the matched ad to the search query.

Your account’s performance in the geographical region where the ad will be shown.

Other relevance factors.

The keyword ratings system has been criticized for being obscure. A marketing execu-
tive has said many small business owners do not know what they are doing when bidding 
online (Richmond, 2005). Another executive has said the quality score is like a currency; 
advertisers who buy keywords and build the currency receive a discount because Google 
will lower the bid (Klaassen, 2007). Others think Google does price-fixing, and ‘[inter-
feres] in the auction in ways only it knows’ (Sullivan, 2007). Google has responded to 
critics by suggesting AdWords benefits internet users because only relevant ads will be 
shown (Delaney, 2006a).

To advertisers, the blackbox-like AdWords mechanism could mean pouring in money 
without seeing results. To big advertisers such as Amazon, the key is to buy a bulk of 
keywords of well-known authors and book titles (such as Jodi Picoult and Harry Potter). 
Big advertisers also receive help from Google sales staff (Delaney, 2006a). Small adver-
tisers must either learn the system or hire consultants.

In the previous section, I established that scarcity of space is not an issue in Google. 
In addition, keywords are non-exclusive and non-exhaustive. Google is able to sell to 
advertisers because it controls both the advertising and the ratings systems. An outside 
ratings firm cannot generate the same data because Google, as the search engine, owns 
the data. The case of Google further illustrates the mutual dependency between advertising 
carriers and ratings firms as suggested in Meehan (1993b). In the case of Google, the 
company is able to create an exchange value of the keyword commodity and justify the 
cost by owning both the advertising and the ratings systems. Not only can Google fix 
the price of the keyword commodity, it can also raise the exchange value of the com-
modity by encouraging users to search more and to search often. In the next section, we 
examine the third commodity: search results.

The third commodity: search results

One consensus of the blindspot debate is that critical scholars should look at both the 
economic basis of the media and the ideologies that the media create for the audience. 
The ideologies manifested in the media legitimize the economic arrangement of a media 
system. In the US context, commercially supported network television has to show pro-
grams which support advertiser approved ideology. For example, television shows tend 
to promote a consumerist society by portraying an affluent lifestyle. The commercials 
shown help the audience to aspire to such a lifestyle (McAllister, 1996). What kinds of 
ideology does Google promote? What kinds of free content does Google provide to lure 
internet users to visit Google?
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Strictly speaking, Google is not a content provider. Other than its own websites 
(including the homepage, and other pages about services), Google does not provide con-
tent to users. Instead it organizes information for users. The ideology of the Google 
search engine lies more in how it organizes information rather than in the content that it 
produces. While search engines appear to be objective, the decisions behind the design 
reflect the vision of how information should be organized, presented, and commodified. 
In turn, the design of the search engine probes users to interact with a search engine in a 
specific way. Google’s company philosophy reflects how it views information (see www.
google.com/intl/en/corporate/tenthings.htm).

Principle number three of the company’s philosophy is ‘fast is better than slow: 
Google believes in instant gratification. You want answers and you want them right now 
... [Google’s] stated goal is to have users leave its website as quickly as possible … 
Google wrote new algorithms that proved there were no limits.’ Google believes that 
information is at users’ fingertips. For each search, Google reports the time it takes to 
complete the search (0.33 seconds for ‘Boston skyline’; 0.16 seconds for ‘New England 
foliage’). The eye-blinking speed to complete a search and users’ motivations for more 
information both encourage users to perform more searches, hence to see more advertise-
ments. Google’s search engine may satisfy users’ insatiable quest for information, but it 
also creates a need for users to search for more information. To give an example, before 
images were digitized and made available on the internet, people who wished to see 
pictures of the Boston skyline would need to make a trip to the library for the images. 
Hence, people would only search for the most important and pertinent information. 
When a few thousand ‘Boston skyline’ images are generated in less than a second, users 
can search for a vast number of images – including those that are unimportant. There is 
nothing wrong with seeing more images. But every time a search result page returns, so 
does a set of advertisements.

Principle number seven of Google’s philosophy reads: ‘There’s always more informa-
tion out there: once Google had indexed more of the HTML pages on the internet than 
any other search service, our engineers turned their attention to information that was not 
as readily accessible … The list is not likely to end there as Google’s researchers con-
tinue looking into ways to bring all the world’s information to users seeking answers.’ 
Google believes that information exists ‘out there’, and its job is to index the vast sea of 
information. The ease of duplicating digital information allows users to create content 
without engaging in original writing and research. For example, there is a plethora of 
celebrity news sites which have similar content. Rather than providing original informa-
tion, authors of celebrity news sites replicate news from other sources. The raison d’être 
of many celebrity news sites is not that there is new information; they exist because they 
attract readers, and hence advertising money. The existence of search engines makes 
retrieving information easy, hence information is reproduced just to be found. On the 
other hand, there is information that is not yet ‘out there’ and will never be ‘out there’. 
For example, a list of children who live in poverty is information that will not be ‘out 
there’ because the information does not attract advertisers. (Except perhaps ads for funds 
that help the poor.)

Google cannot control the spawning of celebrity websites and it cannot control the 
popularity of commercial sites. But Google helps to cultivate an ideology that the world’s 
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information can be retrieved in no time on the internet; and that more information is 
preferred to less. This ideology encourages users to search for information on Google 
frequently. The more users search, the more keywords will be input. The more keywords 
are input, the higher the bid will be. The higher the bid is, the higher the exchange value 
of the keyword will be.

Adwords and the blindspot debate

Google sells at least three types of commodities: keywords, ratings, and search results. All 
three types of commodities are information. Google does not sell tangible, material goods. 
Some information commodities that Google sells (such as keywords and ratings) have no 
exchange value outside the context of Google’s AdWords. Google is able to attract adver-
tisers because it maintains a vertically integrated, non-competitive structure. By partici-
pating in Google’s AdWords program, advertisers have no choice but to learn the Google 
way of interpreting information, including why some information is more meaningful 
than other information, and why some information costs more than other information.

The blindspot debate mainly concerns advertising on network television in North 
America. By extending the debate to new media such as Google ads, it is found that the 
debate has provided a solid foundation for the understanding of the relationships between 
the institutions of advertising, ratings, and ideology. The nature of new media also calls for 
a renewal and refinement of some arguments of the debate. As shown in this article, Google’s 
vertically integrated and non-competitive structure has effectively created a fetishism of the 
keyword commodity. Although the blindspot debate mainly concerns the audience com-
modity, the nature of keyword commodity is not radically different from that of audience 
commodity. Based on this, the audience in a capitalist media system is best represented as a 
commodity of exchange value, not as an aggregate or as labor. The commodification of 
information by Google and other technology companies may urge critical scholars to rethink 
the nature of the audience commodity as put forward in the blindspot debate. The speed that 
information travels at and the precise measurement of information both enhance the fetish-
ism of non-materialist commodities, be it the audience or the keywords.

The AdWords program analysed in this article is the central part of Google’s advertis-
ing program. Google also has the AdSense program which allows website owners to 
place Google Search ads on its pages. In addition, Google provides a handful of comple-
mentary tools for advertisers of AdWords. For example, the ‘pay per phone call’ program 
allows users to make a free call to advertisers, who in turn pay Google for the call 
(Richmond, 2006). The Google Analytics program allows advertisers to track how users 
enter and exit a website, and where and why customers halt an online purchase (Karpinski, 
2006). As mentioned, Google started to act as an advertising agency to buy space in tra-
ditional media.

Although internet advertising spending is a small fraction of all advertising spending, 
it is anticipated to grow. Moreover, Google’s advertising program is emulated by its US 
rival Yahoo! and its Chinese rival Baidu. Internet users around the globe may soon find 
the cost of a ‘free’ search is to look at search ads.

It is hoped that this article has renewed the blindspot debate by using a new media 
example. Certainly the economy of AdWords may be different from that of other types 
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of online advertising. By no means is it claimed that the analysis is representative of all 
forms of online advertising. The continuous illumination of the blind spot requires fur-
ther studies of the ever changing new media environment. 
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