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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Conceived as a sequel to our papers on economization and marketization Received 28 November 2023
(Caliskan and Callon 2009; 2010), This article presents a research program Accepted 23 October 2024
for analyzing platforms. Caliskan and Callon (2009) have defined
economization as the design and qualification of devices, agencies, Pl . .
X Lo . S atform; stack;
representations, networks, and their distributed relations as ‘economic economization:
by social scientists and market actors. The second installment has marketization; agencement
presented marketization as a mode of economization that facilitates
transactions with money within a socio-technical agencement on a
space of power (Caliskan and Callon 2010). Updating our previous
definitions and literature review, we turn our attention in this
installment to platforms and propose an alternative approach.
Critiquing two hegemonic perspectives on platforms - Platform
Anachronism (platforms as mere markets with multiple sides) and
Platform Reductionism (platforms as mere surveillance systems) — we
define a platform as (1) a stacked economization process bringing
together a variety of agencements such as gift, barter, and market, (2)
which provides actors with tools of redefining their needs within an
exploration space, (3) entailing layered relations of power. We argue
that the program of platform study we describe in this paper provides
researchers, economic actors, and policymakers with agile and effective
tools of analysis, economization, and regulation.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

A peculiar irony marks the twenty-first century: at a time when the platform is hailed as the new
dominant economic innovation, we understand it with an old approach borrowed from centuries
past. In their popular paper on platforms, Nobel laureate Jean Tirole and mathematical economist
Jean-Charles Rochet defined a platform as a new kind of market with two sides: if markets cross-
subsidize between users who transact, then they are platforms (Rochet and Tirole 2003). Renovating
Adam Smith’s classical interface model - that is, markets bring together buyers and sellers - Rochet
and Tirole propose to recognize a platform as a space/device of encounter between buyers, sellers,
and other platform actors. A striking irony lies beneath their simple definition: while it offers a
working model, it also accepts that the model is broken — this new market does not act like a market!
As they use the analogy of market to describe a platform, their model simultaneously documents
how platforms do not work like markets. They produce things and spaces, cross-subsidize users,
economize network externalities. Behaving more like an active mediator, not a passive
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intermediary, the platform is proposed to be an architect, not a mere tool, a silent instrument, or a
bridge." If they are right, how to study them?

The charm of this hegemonic definition draws on the assumption that one cannot understand
complex economic relations without flattening them. By dragging an already poor understanding
of markets developed in the eighteenth century into our era, Rochet and Tirole’s Platform
Anachronism amasses great performative power, by lending itself to analysis, market design and
regulation, fast and easy. As a result, platforms remain misunderstood and under-regulated.

The second tendency, Platform Reductionism, reverses the motivation of the first. Instead of
ironing out the wrinkles to make things look clean, it registers only the dirty consequences of
platforms. Shoshana Zuboft presented a paradigmatic case of such a reductionist tendency.
For her, platforms’ main function is ‘to exile persons from their own behavior while producing
new markets of behavioral prediction and modification’ (Zuboft, 2015, 75). Foster and McChes-
ney had already conceptualized ‘surveillance capitalism’ (Foster and McChesney 2014); Zuboff
employed the phrase to describe a new injustice in the world: ‘Surveillance capitalism challenges
democratic norms and departs in key ways from the centuries long evolution of market capital-
ism’ (Zuboff, 2015, 75).

Neither approach does justice to the complex economic universe of platforms. Platform
Anachronism flattens their motley working by using outdated analogies by treating them as
mere markets. New research on platforms’ price-making functions, competition design, auction
architecture, as well as mechanism design has indeed shown the importance of studying their mar-
ketization processes (Chen, Mislove, and Wilson 2016; Chen and Sheldon 2016; Ockenfels and Roth
2006). However, such a market constitutes only one part of platformized economic relations. Focus
on platforms’ markets must be developed and supported by a larger and comprehensive program of
study, for marketization is made possible, has an effect on, and is altered by other economization
modes such as barter, gift, or ecologization.

While Platform Anachronism flattens platforms, Platform Reductionism exaggerates their
power, presenting a critique on the basis of limited empirical research on platforms. It lends credi-
bility to critical conclusions through a portrayal of a platform’s all-encompassing hypothetical
power, occasionally drawing parallels to Orwellian panopticons. It is true that studies focusing
on the adverse effects of platforms have accumulated a vast and valuable body of literature that
registered how relations of power are embedded in platform design (Schiifller et al. 2021). Platforms
have led to unprecedented class asymmetries (Lepri et al. 2017; Eubanks 2018; Schor 2017; Schor
and Cansoy 2019; Grey and Suri 2019; O’Neil 2016), the maintenance of authoritarianism (Lepri
et al. 2017; Wijermars and Lokot 2022; MacKinnon 2011), decrease and abuse individual liberties
and privacy (Diakopoulos 2015; Mittelstadt et al. 2016; Pasquale 2015), constructing of a variety of
oligopolies (Hindman 2018; Langley and Leyshon 2021), worsening of gendered division of labor
(Barocas and Selbst 2016; Rosenblat 2018, Larsson and Teigland 2019) and increasing racism
and race inequalities (Benjamin 2019; Noble 2018). As this literature convincingly shows, platforms
should be critiqued and with determination; however, a reductionist critical analysis undermines
the credibility of new platform studies, making it difficult to analyze how platforms work and recog-
nize what economic actors gain from platforms as they interact with them. One should be careful in
painting a black-and-white picture of platforms, at a time when they reinvent shades of political-
economic gray.

One of the initial questions that arise when studying platformization is the following: Can we
assert that platforms and their swift development signify the establishment of a categorically new
mode of economization? For the sake of clarity, it’s worth reiterating the meaning of economiza-
tion. At times the term is employed to describe how an increasing number of sectors in life,
such as healthcare, education, politics, art, as well as topics like animals, nature, and climate change
are assimilated into the realm of ‘the economy.” Implicitly assuming that we possess a comprehen-
sive understanding of what constitutes ‘the economy,’ this approach to economization impedes our
ability to analyze economization itself, as well as its modes and consequences.
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When we speak of economization, we reject the above position and its a priori understanding of
‘the economy’ as something ready for expansion to ‘non-economic’ sectors or relations. The char-
acter of economies, their constituent elements, and their strategic orientations are subject to vari-
ation across different temporal and spatial contexts. As demonstrated in (Caliskan and Callon 2009,
2010), and empirically retained, developed or revised by other researchers (Braun, Brill, and
Dobeson 2021; Hracs and Webster 2021; Pellandini-Simanyi 2016; Polillo 2022; Unal et al.
forthcoming; Roscoe 2015; Cooper and McFall 2017) economies are enacted by bringing together
a variety of modes of economization, through specific arrangements that encompass a blend of dis-
courses and scientific theories, legal documents, technical apparatuses, methods of assessment, and
various human and non-human agencies.

We define a mode of economization as a distinct process that involves designing, defining, and
linking the foundational elements of a socio-technical agencement (e.g. devices, actors, networks,
and representations) with an organized intention that is seen as economic by scientists or other
actors. The mode indicates the direction of the economization process, it does not refer to a formal
or substantive content.

There are several advantages to using the term ‘economization mode.” Firstly, it aligns closely
with common-sense and popular categories. For instance, if the primary strategic orientation of
an economization process is to facilitate repeated and ongoing bilateral transactions involving
the buying and selling of goods with money, it can be examined as a marketization mode of econ-
omization. If the process involves the direct exchange of one item for another, it may be categorized
as a barter mode of economization. However, stopping at these classifications would yield limited
insights. The very concept of an economization mode encourages us to make the socio-technical agen-
cements it encompasses an object of analysis, thereby allowing us to explore practices not generally
considered as aspects of ‘economics,” such as marketing, accounting, and management. This approach
aligns with the study of market agencements (Callon 2021; Caliskan 2023; MacKenzie 2021).

The term technology of economization refers to the specific techniques, strategies, or instruments
used within or across modes of economization. For example, financialization can be introduced in
market economization, as seen with housing, or in gifts, such as airdrops with staking income in a
blockchain network.” Similarly, assetization could be deployed in ecologization.” These techniques
facilitate the working or development of a mode of economization. We propose the definitions of
economization, its modes and techniques not as a priori categories, but as strategic heuristics to
design a program of research on the economic worlds around us.

In this article, we present four key points. Firstly, we argue that platforms do not represent a new
mode of economization. Their novelty lies in their capacity to amalgamate and integrate various pre-
existing, at times old modes and techniques of economization. Secondly, in order to account for this
heterogeneity, we draw upon the concept of ‘stack.” Drawing on computer science’s borrowing of the
term ‘stack’ from the common experience of stacking kitchen plates, we borrow the term from com-
puter science this time to describe how a multitude of economization modes are blended, deployed, or
designed together within platforms.* Thirdly, this conceptual framework enables us to comprehend
the extensive, fuzzy, and multifaceted nature of platforms, as well as their potential to redefine the
contours of our lives in unpredictable ways. The array of configurations stacked economization
encompasses helps us avoid the pitfall of approaching them with rigid and narrow definitions.

Finally, expanding on the burgeoning body of work in new platform studies, we prototype a stra-
tegic approach that defines platforms as (1) stacked economization processes that combine or inde-
pendently operate various economization modes, including gift-giving, bartering, and
marketization, (2) equipping actors with the means to imagine and discover their needs in an
exploratorium, (3) where a digital-material interaction design entails layers of power relations.

The second section of the article examines the emergence of platform studies within the field of
industrial organization literature and its subsequent extension into various other social science dis-
ciplines. Even a concise review of this vast literature makes clearly visible how platformization
entailed the stacking of a variety of economization modes in a single and ever-expanding platform
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that frequently has connections to other platforms. Drawing on our empirical research on crypto-
currency exchange and online advertisement platforms, as well as other researchers’ findings, we
propose to study the marketization stack of platforms from the vantage point of (1) Passiva
(c)tion of Goods, (2) Agencies, (3) Encounters, (4) Price Realization, (5) Design and Maintenance.
This section also introduces how to approach the ways in which other modes of economization such
as barter or gift are stacked on platforms.

In the third section, the article investigates platforms’ exploratoriums, which provide actors with
a variety of means to redefine and explore their needs. A platform exploratorium refers to processes
of participants’ interaction with platforms wherein actors utilize platforms to envision innovations,
devise new intervention devices, adapt routines, seize opportunities, conduct research, and reorgan-
ize tools to identify, imagine, explore, and address their needs and aspirations in unique ways. We
observe that, independent of the platform owners’ motivations, platform economic actors find
ways, hack routines, craft opportunities, carry out research, and redesign devices to figure out, ima-
gine, and pursue their needs and motivations in new ways.

The fourth section focuses on studies that render visible how platform relations of power can
structure layered domination relations. This large literature stays away from pursuing Platform
Reductionism and explores the varieties of authority and power on platforms. Platforms have
the potential and tools to organize relations of power that produce new forms of asymmetry
between geographies, individuals, classes, genders, races, and ethnicities. By drawing on a necess-
arily limited and selective inventory of recent studies on platformization, we aim to summarize how
platforms, like all other modes of economization, entail relations of power.

Overall, we hope that the program of platform research we present here will provide researchers,
economic actors, and regulators with performative, responsive, and effective tools of analysis and
governance. We are still in the process of defining and understanding what platforms are as we
make, resist, and revise them. We believe that the strategy outlined here should be viewed as a
complementary perspective rather than an alternative to other effective and robust approaches to
understanding platforms (Fourcade and Kluttz 2020; Beauvisage and Mellet 2020; Birch and
Muniesa 2020; Setia, Soh, and Deng 2020; Langley and Leyshon 2021; Amoore 2020; Stark and
Pais 2020; Burrell and Fourcade 2021; Grabher and Koénig 2020; Poell, Nieborg, and van Dijck
2019).

Platforms as stacked economization processes

The concept of a ‘platform’ surfaced in the early 1990s as a description of a product (Wheelwright
and Clark 1992). It analyzed how ‘platform products’ brought together various core and supportive
components, such as Sony’s Walkman, with its parts lending themselves to be used in other plat-
form products (Sanderson and Uzumeri 1995; Ulrich 1995). The emergence of IBM’s new business
strategy changed platforms and how we approached them. Describing a ‘new online network’ that
others can use and redesign, the novelty induced cooperation with other companies and individ-
uals, by encouraging non-IBM elements to be used on IBM ‘platforms’ (Flurry and Vicknair
2001). This new business strategy focused on creating standardization devices, server-centric and
scalable applications that are easier to develop on IBM’s platform. This strategy aimed to improve
user flexibility, security, reliability, and scalability while lowering costs and maintenance require-
ments, thus incentivizing using IBM’s platform instead of designing one’s own (Flurry and Vicknair
2001). Subsequently, Baldwin and Woodard systematized and expanded upon this concept by pro-
posing that platforms facilitate the modularization of production activities, striking a balance
between standardization and customization. Their analysis revolves around the product, which
they liken to a flexible combination of standardized components, akin to a Lego set (Baldwin
and Woodard 2009).

With the turn of the new century, platform studies moved their focus from the product to the
network that is imagined to be working as an interface between economic actors. Caillaud and
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Jullien (2001) were the first to formulate a platform as an ‘intermediation market,” calling it a ‘cyber-
mediary.” Then came Rochet and Tirole’s intervention, prototyping the new hegemonic definition:
‘A market with network externalities is a two-sided market if platforms can effectively cross-subsi-
dize between different categories of end users that are parties to a transaction’ (2003, 1017-1018).
Following these developments, the interface model was expanded further by ideating on liaising
devices, spaces, technologies, and their network effects. A platform was ‘a technology of interme-
diation’ between different economic actors (Evans and Schmalensee 2005), ‘a coordination device’
deployed in network markets with effects (Ambrus and Argenziano 2004), and ‘a multisided digital
framework’ that shapes the terms on which participants interact with one another (Gawer 2009).
The OECD became the first international organization to adopt the interface model, by defining
a platform as a two-sided market that brings together two kinds of economic actors who demand
or supply (OECD 2009).

A platform as an interface assumes that economized interactions are exogenous to the prefer-
ences, agencies, and representations (such as models) that describe and perform them during plat-
form economic interaction. As depicted in Figure 1, the model outlines an economic context where
actors, connected via platform components, seek goods and services. Actor 0 operates the platform,
linking demand-side actors (Actor 1) with supply-side counterparts (Actor 2). Receiving network
effects such as data or service fees, actors like Actor 0 and Actor 3 play secondary, and thus suppor-
tive roles in this primary two-sided market animated by Actors 1 and 2. Other ancillary actors focus
on maintaining or designing the platform. The model advocates that platform owners should not
stifle competition, and platform regulations should promote competition both within and across
platforms.

This interface model has significant limitations for studying platforms.” These limitations stem
from isolating and overlooking all the elements that are mobilized in the pursuit of this challenging
yet essential strategic orientation, involving a process marked by experimentation and continuous
refinement. Trading infrastructures (Star 1999), the nature of the commodity (Mitchell 2011), the
legal infrastructure of underlying exchange (Riles 2004), metrological systems (Mallard 1998), mar-
ket actor-networks (Uzzi 1996), as well as discourses and techno-scientific knowledge (Grabher and

Figure 1. The interface model’s view of platforms.
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Ko6nig 2020) contribute to marketization processes on the ground, whether in non-platform mar-
kets or overtly platformized interactions. Without taking into account this evolving and changing
infrastructure, the dynamics of markets cannot be understood.

In concrete platforms, agencies change, models perform, pricing alters merchandise
values, actors hack and explore, gifts are entangled with commodities, services are inserted into
goods, representational devices act like agents, and material-digital things reconfigure network
effects in unexpected ways. In an interesting article, Shapiro tested the proposition above and
showed that the interface model was used by platform companies themselves to induce economic
performativity ‘to extract greater value from customers or labour’ (Shapiro 2020, 163).

Drawing on his empirical research and an extensive literature review, he demonstrates how the
interface model was imposed by on-demand platforms to design pricing devices themselves and
enforce their deployment by platform actors. In order to make this dynamic visible, he uses Callon’s
agencement model to study not only a platform, but also the performativity of the interface model:
‘Where the agencement view helps us understand the contingent coordination involved in the
delivery of platform-goods, ... I dwell on the interface-market to unpack its role in constructing
platforms as a market architecture’ (Shapiro 2020, 163). In summary, the interface model presents
significant challenges when attempting to investigate the process of marketization on platforms,
and, by extension, economization in a broader sense, as it plays a pivotal role in shaping the plat-
forms it aims to analyze in the first place. The question then arises: How can we effectively examine
this intricate and unique economic caravansary?

Addressing these limitations in the literature, we propose an alternative model to make sense of
platforms in three steps: First, we analyze a platform as an economization stack that brings together
a variety of agencements, from market to barter, from gift to sharing. We describe how platform
researchers have helped us better understand the specific layers of these stacks. Second, we go
beyond treating platform actors as passive agencies that take whatever is offered on a platform
and demonstrate how approaching platforms as exploration spaces that equip actors with tools
for reimagining their needs helps us better understand platform popularity and economizations.
Finally, drawing on critical platform studies, we present in limited fashion how platforms constitute
spaces of power where a variety of domination relations are at work. Let us take these three steps
now and demonstrate how our proposed program of platform study works, by drawing on a select
and necessarily incomplete review of recent work.

Market stack

Marketization is the most common mode of economization on platforms. Even on platforms that
are constructed to avoid marketization in the first place, such as platform cooperatives or gift/barter
platforms such as those of Meta, we observe a carefully designed marketization stack that favors
platform owners. We draw on an earlier work (Caliskan and Callon 2010) to propose an improved
definition of markets as follows:

A market is an arrangement of material devices, agencies, representations, and networks, making possible
commercial transactions by organizing the design, production, and circulation of goods/services, and the
transfer of the associated rights that are transacted with a type of money, always framed within relations of
power. Multiple contradictory definitions and valuations of both goods and agents continuously oppose
one another in markets, although that opposition changes form when the terms of the transaction are deter-
mined by price realization processes.

This updated version of the research program we proposed can be applied to understand market-
ization in platforms, approaching them from six vantage points (1) Passiva(c)tion of Goods, (2)
Agencies, (3) Encounters, (4) Price Realization, (5) Design and Maintenance, and (6) Market
Devices. However, this is contingent upon careful consideration of how this stack interacts with
other economization stacks within a platform. To illustrate this approach, we offer an in-depth
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exploration of how the marketized stack on platforms might be approached. This granular
approach can be adapted to other stacks with necessary modifications.

Figure 2 is most effectively employed as a visual summary of our research program for the study
of platforms. It’s crucial to bear in mind that this depiction is not meant to represent all platforms
comprehensively. Instead, it illustrates how our approach to platforms functions by rendering var-
ious levels of interaction visible, along with the stacks we describe below.

Passiva(c)tion of market goods
Tangible and intangible things, as well as their hybrids come first, for we marketize things to
exchange them in the first place. For things to be exchanged, however, they must be pacified by
stripping and framing their agency all the way down to their docile thingness, so as to render
them suitable for the transfer of their ownership. Then, they are activated in a limited fashion
with the purpose of rendering them mobile and alienable, thus, to allow passiva(c)tion to be com-
pleted (Callon 2021, 64). If things are not passivacted, they resist, drag their feet, act in unpredict-
able ways making their use uncertain and sometimes almost impossible. At times they can even
attack their sellers and buyers, whether as bots or bulls.

No market, and thus no market stack of a platform, is possible without marking and maintaining
a divide between the things and the actors that value and exchange them. The production of an
asymmetrical ontological divide (or partition or cleavage) between the passivacted things and cal-
culative agencies in the valuation process is a sine qua non characteristic of the marketization stack
of any platform. The passivaction (now, parentheses gone) process may take many forms and affect

Figure 2. Stacked economization on platforms.



8 K. CALISKAN ET AL.

different beings: the transformation of humans into quasi-automated robot assistants, the commo-
dification of a temporary space on a webpage in online advertisement platforms (Alaimo and Kal-
linikos 2018), the recreation of wild fish as cyborg commodities in Norwegian fishing quota
platforms (Holm 2007), or the conversion of data-transfer rights into financial commodities as
cryptocurrencies (Caliskan 2020) - these are all instances of passivaction as commodification
and thus production itself.

At times things get unruly on platforms, especially when stack economization draws on the
human actors’ length and quality of interaction with the digital-material things that they see on
platforms. The passivaction of these things requires immense investments, by measuring actors’
interaction with them, including that tantalizing aspect now called ‘attention’ in the online adver-
tisement sector. Attention is not a ‘natural’ phenomenon that simply happens when a human actor
looks at things on a screen: an elaborate measurement apparatus is required to measure either
‘attention’ or even apparently simpler aspects of ads such as their ‘viewability.” Research shows
that such a passivaction of digital things for marketization requires ‘a three-phase process where
an alignment of (actors’) interests stabilizes an object of measurement which is then formalized
in a standard method for measurement’ (Cluley 2018).

Things’ potential resistance to passivaction can even prevent platformization, despite the
repeated attempts of platform designers and investors. For example, driving as service/good can
be marketized on a stack with fewer problems when compared to playing live music as service/
good, as one can see many of its successful examples such as Lyft, Didi and Uber. As shown by
Azzellini et al,, two factors that are associated with the marketized material service/good prevent
further marketization of live music on music platforms: first, the irreducibly qualitative valuation
of the service/good of musicians and, second, the complexity and contingencies inherent in the
task that resist the pacification of the market thing and prevent the emergence of Uber-like live-
music platforms (Azzellini, Greer, and Umney 2021, 1).

The importance of passivaction to marketization scholarship is reflected in two recent special
issues in this journal in 2021: ‘Mutability of Economic Things’ (Issue 3) and “The Fabrication of
Environmental Intangibles’ (Issue 5). By focusing on a variety of goods and services, the two
issues looked at the simultaneous pacification and activation of things in a variety of economiza-
tion modes from market to gift, from ecologization to barter such as carbon footprints, seeds,
grains, fish, carbon emissions, cattle, endangered species credits, and agricultural index insur-
ance (Chiapello and Engels 2021; Braun, Brill, and Dobeson 2021). Researchers have also ana-
lyzed this thread in a variety of other platform contexts such as finance (Fields 2018; Bernards
2019); insurance (McFall 2014; Ossandon 2015); education (Jokila, Haltia, and Kosunen
2021); horse trading (Piitz 2021); life science (Mason et. al.,2017); software (Ulkuniemi, Araujo,
and Téhtinen 2015); and even destinations in hotel booking (Farias 2012). In all these examples
we see one common thread: the importance of passivaction in constructing the market stack of
platforms. We agree with Braun, Brill, and Dobeson (2021) that ‘the very ability of economic
things to shift in and out of particular forms of exchange ... enables the complex globalized econ-
omies of our time’ (271).

Agencies

The second focus of research on marketization stacks calls for a detailed analysis of platform actors
and thus their marketizing acts. It is a historical irony that the marketization program has shown
that all markets have always been multi-sided, even before platform studies emerged in the mid-
2000s (Callon 1998; Caliskan 2005). In any marketized relationship, a multiplicity of actors com-
petes to participate in defining goods and valuing them. This diversity draws not only on human
actors, but also material (digital or not), technical, or representational tools or interventions -
such as models or discourses that weave together actors, networks, devices, and representations
in unique ways. This is why, instead of locating human actors only, platform studies should
focus on a multiplicity of agencies on each platform.
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Drawing on extensive fieldwork conducted on eBay, Curchod, Patriotta, and Neysen (2014)
demonstrated that platform actors constructed their identity in relation to the category to which
they were assigned by the platform itself. Surprisingly, such identification itself was also used by
these actors against the platform owners, as they pursued economic negotiations on a variety of
markets, not only in eBay (Curchod, Patriotta, and Neysen 2014, 295), but also in platforms
such as Facebook (Van Dijck 2013) and Spotify (Hracs and Webster 2021). Similarly, actors on plat-
forms such as GitHub identify programmers with specific bodies of code, an identification that can
itself become a platform asset (Mackenzie 2018).°

Instagram is another interesting empirical example. Cotter’s detailed research has shown that
influencers in Instagram’s market stack compete for influence with the platform’s algorithm
(another actor on the platform). In their pursuit of influence, these agencies interpret Instagram’s
algorithmic architecture as a lens to reimagine the ‘rules of the game.” Many things are lost and
gained in translation. The algorithm then incorporates these ‘mistranslations’ and ‘misfires’ as a rea-
lity performed by the actors themselves (Cotter 2019). This is perhaps one of the best demon-
strations of why our proposed model constitutes a better tool to study agency on platforms.

Our next example of agencies in a marketization stack shows a rather surprising novelty. It has
generally been accepted that network effects are almost exclusively enjoyed by platform-owning
corporations, which at times even prevents the successful scaling of platforms (Clough and Wu
2022). Furthermore, such approaches present a ‘framing’ (Callon 1998) of network effects as a tech-
nical economic externality. Drawing on twelve months of ethnographic fieldwork in Indonesia,
Nowak (2023) demonstrated that these assumptions do not hold. Ride-hailing drivers decrease
their economic risk by designing their own socio-technical networks. Consequently, it is not
only Uber or other platform-owning actors that capitalize on network effects; rather, but a range
of other actors also benefit from them (Nowak 2023, 471).

Other researchers have identified the agencies of platform owners themselves in redefining the
sectors where they are located. Williamson (2021) has argued that the Pearson company used its
calculation devices in order to redefine its agency as education reforms ‘that are intended to
align the public mission of universities with the private interests of digital capitalism’ (50).
Duffy, Reid, and Finch (2020) analyzed how digitalization of agencies in platforms reconfigures
the marketization stack in novel ways. Andersen and Tekula (2022) have analyzed a variety of
agencies in the marketization of financial platforms, identifying a variety of investor types with
reference to their changing economization motivations. Finally, Pellandini-Simanyi’s work on
extending marketization and economization programs of research presents an excellent perspective
to locate and study agencies in platform contexts (2016). Her proposal is to study how agencies non-
marketize too, thus preparing a suitable ground of studying agencies in stacked economization con-
texts that overflow marketized relations.

Market encounters

The third focus of research on the market stack of platforms calls for a detailed study of the nature
of encounter since valuation in a market is possible if agencies meet each other in an organized set-
ting. As we have seen, the interface model of platforms treats the moment of exchange encounter as
epiphenomenal to marketization. In actual market encounters, supplies and demands are probed
first and search for each other later, change in the process, and at times do not meet at all. Platform
owners may have the capacity to observe their approach before they meet, and they may benefit
from seeing movements before the actors see each other move, as has been observed in the context
of cryptocurrency platforms (Caliskan 2023).

Additionally, purposefully designed interactions within platforms do not always reflect the initial
business goals of the platform creators. Consider Facebook as an example. It began as a platform
with a miniscule market stack, introducing commercial features only as it evolved. This transition
was achieved by collaborating with other businesses, allowing them to craft commercial interactions
between app developers and users directly on the platform. This evolving stack brought together
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three new market encounters in the social-media app market, the online advertisement market, and
marketing development (Helmond et al. 2019). Interestingly, such platformization of market
encounters also entailed the ‘accumulat[ion of] external dependencies by routing additional tech-
nical and business operations and stakeholder interactions through its platform’ (Helmond et al.
2019, 141). As the encounter was further designed, new agencies began to use Facebook as an
exploration space. The market encounter in platforms is not a mere touch point; it is an agencement
workshop.

The mediation of encounters itself may be located as the defining principle of a market stack.
Platforms insist that supply and demand never come together ‘by themselves.” They must be inter-
mediated via a series of platform components, and it is these components that create opportunities
for platforms to profit. Yet, this intermediation can be seen as a service for the bearers of supply and
demand. The Airbnb platform is a fine example of such an encounter where platform intermedia-
tion is preferred by the actors. Ladegaard demonstrated how hosts control uncertainties not only by
receiving data about their guests from the platform, but also ‘by getting to know and building rap-
port with them. This emotional labor is in turn converted to meaningful social relations that motiv-
ate further hosting’ (Ladegaard 2021, 1245). Such ‘meaningful social relations,” also expand the
space of the marketization stack of platforms (Schor and Attwood-Charles 2017).

On some platforms, the market encounter is so scattered and widespread that even the platform
owners or actors of exchange rely on external partners to make sense of and follow the market
encounters. Whether one is the platform company itself or an app buyer or seller, actors need a
specialized company, such as App Annie, to follow the app market encounters — whether for
real-time data, or for gathering the historical movement of prices (Vonderau 2018; Dieter et al.
2019).

Price realization

The fourth focus of research into marketized stacks of platforms is on the making of prices. The
above-mentioned three framings which target things, agencies, and encounters are carried out
with the sole purpose of ‘setting’ a price for a service/good. Incorporating final price-setting as
the ultimate step in the price-making process, ‘price realization’ pertains to the internal course
of marketization in which a variety of prices ‘is performed and maintained by constant interven-
tions ... through different forms of perceptions, scientific assumptions, standardizations of the
object of exchange, various calculative tools, rumors, and indexes’ (Caliskan 2009, 239). Recent
research has explored price realization processes in the context of various commodities, including
cotton (Caliskan 2009), e-waste (Akese 2014), wind (Pallesen 2016), and carbon (@vstebo Tvedten
2022), among other examples.

Looking at the rich universe of prices helps us see a series of dynamics surrounding them: Prices
are numerous in type and never just one, as references to ‘the market price’ would suggest (Franssen
and Velthuis 2014). ‘The market price’ represents a strategic choice, not a natural coming together
of supply and demand (Soutjis, Cochoy, and Hagberg 2017). Market prices are layered and complex
things, wrapped up with other economic considerations such as gifts, deals, and promises (Bdath
2023). They are embroidered with a string of formulas and at times cannot be observed without
mathematical representations. Finally, prices in platforms’ market stacks are offered with alternative
representations of modalities of quali-quantitative formulations, from rent and subscription offers
to blockchain contracts and gifts attached to their proposition (Caliskan 2023).

Empirical studies investigating prices on platforms such as eBay make such a rich price realiz-
ation universe visible. In eBay auctions, as in all other auctions, prices are multiple: secret reserve
prices, open reserve prices, probing bids, ‘market price,’ real bids, public minimum bids, and so on
(Lucking-Reiley et al. 2007). Research shows that hidden reserve prices can elevate the auction price
by an average of 15 percent (Lucking-Reiley et al. 2007, 230). Additionally, these prices are
influenced by various indicators of ‘agency quality.” Economic participants rank one another
with symbols such as (+), (=), or neutral, with a composite score displayed on eBay. A price put
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forth by an actor with high (+) ratings carries more weight than an identical price from someone
with predominantly (-) ratings. A seller with a predominance of (-) ratings has a price that is
approximately 3.6 times less likely to be accepted. As a result, the interplay between the value of
goods and the reputation of sellers is intricately woven (Lucking-Reiley et al. 2007, 229). Further-
more, prices are dynamic, fluctuating based on their timing of introduction and the duration
needed for their acceptance. Extended auctions tend to fetch higher prices, and auctions held
over weekends typically drive prices upwards (Lucking-Reiley et al. 2007, 230).

Time matters in pricing. The chosen closing time for price finalization influences price out-
comes distinctly. For instance, when Amazon held auctions, they were extended automatically
if there was no bid within the last ten minutes, while on eBay, auctions concluded at the prede-
termined time (Roth and Ockenfels 2002, 1093). This structural difference in the bidding process
means the same participants tended to bid earlier on eBay and later on Amazon. Interestingly,
both platforms counseled users to bid without delay, suggesting they submit the highest price
they were willing to pay or the lowest they were willing to accept. This advice aligns with the foun-
dational principles of second-price auction theory. Yet, in practice, actors don’t wait (Roth and
Ockenfels 2002, 1093).

Uber pricing prosthetics also support our general theoretical approach. In 2014, Uber began
using a price realization system called ‘surge pricing,” which adjusts the price of a ride by a real-
time dynamic algorithm that defines and brings together a variety of prices, such as ‘safe rides
fee,” ‘the base price,” ‘the price per mile, and ‘the price per minute’ (Chen and Sheldon 2016, 4).
A variety of market devices are deployed before ride prices are realized. Buyers are prompted by
a surge price indicator device, and they must approve it to ride. Driver-workers are presented
with two devices: a ‘surge multiplier’ and a ‘heat-map.” Other platforms such as DoorDash use
‘Peak Pay’ and ‘Challenges,” while Uber and Uber Eats employ ‘Boost,” designed for pricing pros-
thetics. However, research has also shown that these pricing prosthetics, once deployed as market
devices, can also provide platform owners with a capacity to impose their control at the aggregate
level, in order to monopolize calculative agency at the expense of driver-workers (Shapiro 2020,
162). Market actors draw on their own or others’ research to contribute to price realization by map-
ping price distributions as one can observe in Figure 3. Cochoy, Hagberg, and Kjellberg have shown
the crucial importance of physical supports for price display in the retail sector. As prices are not
mere information the same investigation should be carried out for platforms (Cochoy, Hagberg,
and Kjellberg 2023).

Design and maintenance

According to Viljoen et al., the economics of mechanism design plays an important role in shaping
platforms’ market stacks. Mechanism design ‘has become one of the most pervasive yet inconspic-
uous influences on the digital mediation of social life’ (Viljoen, Goldenfein, and McGuigan 2021, 1).
It has become ‘a tool for producing information domination, distributing social costs in ways that
benefit designers, and controlling and coordinating participants in multi-sided platforms’ (Viljoen,
Goldenfein, and McGuigan 2021, 1). One surprising outcome of this research is to demonstrate how
market stack design is used to portray platform economization as if it is solely composed of a mar-
ket stack. Yet, in reality, stacks transcend mere market relations and operate more akin to control
infrastructures (2).

At times, market creators deviate from the visions of market designers, forging markets with
fresh approaches and intentions. Rilinger’s research illustrates that the development of electricity
markets in California involved introducing guidelines that frequently contradicted the foundational
design principles set forth by mechanism designers (Rilinger 2023). Yet in other electricity exchange
platforms, mechanism designers can be quite successful in building market stacks almost without
other market actors’ inversions (Jenle and Pallesen 2017).

Market design is crucial in making sense of the exchange stacks of platforms; however, no mar-
ket can continue to work without the market maintenance activities of a multiplicity of economic
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Figure 3. A heat map as a pricing device. Source: Doug H. (2022).

agents. Tarim et al. have demonstrated that the mundane market maintenance work of traders and
investors on stock exchange platforms play a fundamental role in sustaining markets. By studying
the performation and performativity of folk theories and their impact on stock exchanges, their
research not only analyzed the presence of market maintenance but also the effectiveness of various
types and forms over time (Tarim, Gozluklu, and Muradoglu 2023).

Other researchers have emphasized the significance of maintenance work, particularly the nature
of labor integral to such market maintenance. Specifically, they emphasize how relationship labor is
performed by agents of platform companies. These agents engage in interpersonal communications
with a platform’s users to align the diverse activities and preferences of these users with the com-
pany’s interests (Shestakofsky and Kelkar 2020).

Platform devices

The emergence of platforms sparked a significant surge in the design and implementation of new
devices. From buttons to new valuation instruments, from handheld computers to voice operated
remote controls, a plethora of devices are now equipping late modern human and non-human
actors. The digitalization of economic infrastructures not only amplified the production and
deployment frequency of these devices, but also blended varying degrees of tangibility thus redefin-
ing the space around the human body. The journey from a human’s fingertip to the touchpoint of a
computer mouse, progressing to a blinking cursor on a screen, descending into a line of code, and
ultimately leading to the actions initiated by that code, highlights the new and longer continuum
that connects the human body with its surrounding environment. This novel connecting space is
made by a combination of tangible and intangible device designs. Humans’ reach has expanded
considerably, and so has that of platforms. The presence or absence of these devices has become
so pivotal that now they lie at the heart of global platform controversies. The U.S. Federal Trade
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Commission (FTC) along with 17 other states have taken legal action against Amazon, accusing it of
establishing a monopoly (a charge Amazon rejects) by using three buttons: ‘Amazon knocks ... sell-
ers out of the all-important “Buy Box,” the display from which a shopper can “Add to Cart” or “Buy
Now” an Amazon-selected offer for a product’ (FTC 2023, 8-9).

Gerlitz and Helmond (2013) argue that the rapid spread of devices is pivotal to the emergence of
a ‘Like Economy.’ In their view, these new devices or buttons do more than just link actors to their
representations and funnel data to platform owners. The networks formed by these devices reshape
the internet’s infrastructure, giving birth to a new economic landscape. Similarly, Stark and Pais
observe that the shift from Taylorism to platform governance involves a profound change in the
devices used. Viewing management and governance via the lens of the device ecologies, they
demonstrate how ‘the devices and practices of Taylorism were embedded in a system of hierarchical
oversight, (whereas) the devices and practices of algorithmic management operate within a distinct
attention economy and a refreshed visibility regime’ (Stark and Pais 2020, 49).

Centering on health care marketization, Gleiss, Kohlhagen, and Pousttchi (2021) look at how
Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Microsoft emerged through the design of innovative mar-
ket stack devices and their integration to form new actor-network configurations, which we refer to
as ‘agencements.” Their exposition is compelling and lucid. To truly grasp the essence of platforms
and their extensive services, one must understand these new platform devices are designed and
used. Weltevrede, Helmond, and Gerlitz (2014) take one more step by demonstrating that new plat-
form devices are not only building blocks of platform marketization; they also create a new time-
space with novel economic benefits: Twitter, Meta, Google, Bing, etc. extensively leverage ‘real-time’
news, searches, blogging, sharing and so on. But what is ‘real-time’? For Weltevrede et al. ‘realtime-
ness’ is not an oracle, a reality created independent of platforms. It is ‘specific to devices, organized
through socio-technical arrangements and practices of use’ (125), it is ‘not only fabricated differ-
ently by devices but is also specific and multiple in their respective front- and back-ends’ (141).
Echoing their findings, research on crypto platforms and blockchains further reveals that time,
when used as a device, becomes a foundational element for value creation and transfer. Just as
water is to a glass, so is time to the value of cryptocurrency (Caliskan 2023).

Studying Deliveroo, Richardson empirically tests the explanatory power of the agencement model
and the interface model on meal delivery platforms and demonstrates how the agencement model
makes better visible platform actors’ designs and economization logics. Focusing in part on the emer-
gence and proliferation of platform devices, she documents the making of platform marketization as a
socio-technical agencement by focusing on coordination, calculation, qualification, transportation, and
valuation devices as well as their deployment by actor-network configurations (Richardson 2020).”

Gift stack

It is now evident that platformization consistently extends beyond marketization. One of the most
prevalent non-market (yet still market-related) economic processes within platforms is the practice
of gift-giving. Elder-Vass positions gifting at the heart of the internet’s emergence and, by exten-
sion, all digitized economies (2016). He argues that the widespread adoption of gift-giving practices,
fueled by the digitalization of economic relations, gave birth to ‘a new economics’ of giving. This
new paradigm paved the way for the creation of ‘collaborative commons’ like Wikipedia. However,
Elder-Vass cautions against idealizing the act of giving. He highlights strategies like that of Google’s,
where freely given information acts as ‘inducement gifts’ that are strategically designed to generate
revenue by monetizing the attention of those who receive the gift.

From research on live streaming (Zhang, Xiang, and Hao 2019) and crowdfunding platforms
(Maciel and Weinberger 2023) to Snapchat (Kim et al. 2022), Facebook (Hillis, Paasonen, and
Petit 2015) and relational work sectors (Mears 2015), we observe a resurgent interest in the signifi-
cance of gifting in contemporary economies, particularly within the context of platforms. This new
literature seems to converge around two general findings.
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First, gift stacks are shown often to be supportive of pursuing marketization objectives in a given
platform. In that form, gifts are seen as ancillary to market processes. Focusing on Etsy, Darr (2022)
made visible the ancillary function of gifts within platforms through three lenses. They are ‘market
devices’ which aid market participants in framing their socio-economic actions within platforms.
Second, they function as ‘conversion devices,” equipping individuals with the necessary resources
to navigate and transition between various moral frameworks interior to or exterior of market
stacks. Finally, they are viewed as infrastructural, in that gift-giving lays the foundation for the mar-
ket exchange of goods and services (1).

Second, researchers have located an autonomous and expanding space of gifting in platform
economies. Not owing its existence to being a mere supportive practice to market stacks, gift-giving
in platforms is shown to have its own raison d’étre of economization. Calling this new gift strategy
of economization an ‘accumulation by gift,” Fourcade and Kluttz (2020) showed that gifting pro-
cesses lead to the emergence of new commodities such as personal data, while at the same time
operating at the level of discourse or ideology to legitimize private appropriation of data (1).

Empirical research on cryptocurrencies also confirmed an autonomous stack of gifts in the case
of data money communities and blockchains. Air-dropping (freely distributing) specific cryptocur-
rencies to new financial communities - a technology of gift-giving — plays a crucial economic role.
These gift receiving communities, in turn, generate momentum for a broader valuation of the
underlying money (Caliskan 2023). Consequently, this approach has allowed for the demonstration
of the emergence of new monies and their initial valuations originating from a foundation of gift-
giving, rather than the traditional market-based activities. Bypassing markets as an entry stack, we
once again observe that a late modern economic activity leverages the gift stack as a foundational
launchpad for platformization. Thus, it is impossible to make sense of platforms without paying
attention to their gift mode of economizations.

Barter stack

The modernization theories of the 1960s anticipated that markets would forcefully and resolutely
supplant every non-market economic process. Rostow envisioned ‘the highest stage of human
development’ as the ‘Age of High Mass Consumption’ (1960). In this final stage, he predicted
that markets would entirely displace all ‘primitive’ and non-market relations including barter.
He was wrong. In a twist of historical irony, just a decade after Rostow’s book was published,
the U.S. Congress estimated that from the mid-1970s onward, barter was expanding at a pace out-
stripping the U.S. economy’s growth rate (Rice 2003, 54). In reviewing the literature on bartering,
Rice (2003) demonstrated that platformization has accelerated the growth and diversification of
barter relations since the advent of the internet.

Studies of barter within platforms can be categorized into two distinct groups: First, barter
enabling platforms create the conditions that make barter possible both within and outside of plat-
forms. They facilitate the direct exchange of goods and services without the use of a medium like
money. Evans et al. (2018) studied the grassroots reaction to the collapse of the Venezuelan econ-
omy with reference to how platforms provided economic actors with barter stack design tools. They
showed that Venezuelans have turned to Facebook to establish a ‘solidarity economy’ based on a
variety of barter networks. Barter actors used Facebook to facilitate new swap relations exogenous
to the platform, yet the platform itself marketized their attention for its own commercial interests.
This brilliant study makes visible how platform tools are used and then redefined in order to foster a
barter economization stack with a variety of barter rules such as prohibiting the use of the words
‘buy’ and ‘sell’ on the platform (7).

In a compelling study on barter-focused platforms, Serada, Grym, and Sihvonen (2022) explored
how marketizing stacks can financialize previously unrecognized barter relationships. They high-
light how the Brave browser, with its 30 million users, employs the blockchain-based Basic Atten-
tion Token (BAT) to quantify the value of users’ attention exchanged on various websites. This
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subtle barter system has been transformed by a marketized approach that fosters more equitable
barter relationships by analyzing the platform’s digital marketing rewards and valuation functions.
Many other platforms of course monetize user attention in a less explicit way to lure online adver-
tisements, and in a sense their users barter with the platform, exchanging personal data for free
access. (Users, however, have at best a very limited capacity even to try to influence the terms of
this exchange, which means that ‘gift,” in its rich anthropological sense that includes the incurring
by the recipient of a sometimes-coercive obligation, may be better than ‘barter’ as a way of conceiv-
ing platforms’ relations to users.)

Second, barter stacks rely on non-ancillary, autonomous stacks that make swaps possible within
platforms. Research on these barter relations emphasizes the role of barter in bridging the gap
between formal market transactions and informal exchanges. Additionally, the barter stacks are
also shown to have a self-sustaining economic model. This suggests that barter economization is
not just an interim solution or a bridge between other economic models but can stand on its
own as an end in itself. The world’s most dynamic barter stacks can be found on hundreds of cryp-
tocurrency exchange platforms. When a cryptocurrency like Bitcoin is exchanged for another, such
as Ethereum, this transaction is now recognized as barter by both regulators and crypto exchanges.
From a technical standpoint, this exchange can also be considered a mediated barter, as the value of
these cryptocurrencies is often influenced by their associated fiat currency values. Yet, research
suggests that this barter stack influences market prices, especially if more participants with signifi-
cant swap volumes opt for barter (Caliskan 2020, 2023).

What has been said about the relationship between gifts and marketization also applies to the
relationship between barterization and marketization. Platformization might be an ideal place to
develop a more precise fresh conceptualization of barter and in particular of the qualculation of
equivalences between things to be bartered.

Banking

One defining feature of pre-platform economies was the boundary between banking and commerce;
they have seldom existed within a single entity since the Second World War. However, the advent of
platform stacking capabilities has effectively disrupted this historic division. Platforms now seam-
lessly integrate banking processes, offering services ranging from deposits, transactions, and invest-
ment offerings to credit card issuance, money creation via debt, and fraud prevention (Frost et al.
2019; Chen et al. 2015). Interestingly, the integration of financial functionalities within platforms
has spurred growth rates surpassing the general economic growth rate itself (Claessens et al. 2018).

An offshoot of this evolution is the emergence of innovative credit solutions like flash-lending.
This method allows for the short-term borrowing of substantial amounts - sometimes for periods of
no more than an hour - with transactional pathways being pre-programmed to ensure the credit’s
secure return, in a sense simultaneously with its borrowing (Caliskan 2023). Leveraged primarily for
arbitrage opportunities, such credit models might gain traction across platforms with broader cryp-
tocurrency acceptance. Notably, Facebook’s attempt to introduce a banking layer to its primarily
barter/gift-based platform met with fierce resistance and was quashed by political and public back-
lash even before the introduction of ‘libra,” its proposed cryptocurrency (Omlor 2020).

Many platforms are evolving to market banking services as a core component of their offerings,
often manifested as peer-to-peer lending services. Some platforms, like Lending Club, act as inter-
mediaries in the credit provision process, intermediators between creditors and debtors, while
others, such as Binance, effectively play the creditor’s role by generating their own money on
their blockchains. Vallée and Zeng’s in-depth study on platforms such as Lending Club, Prosper,
and Funding Circle (2019) suggests that this emergent banking stack within platforms might herald
‘a new banking paradigm’ (1939). Their observations underscore the transformative nature of this
shift. In a survey conducted by Diamond et al. (2019) involving 850 banking and financial market
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executives from major regions and covering various C-suite roles, 69% of banking executives
acknowledged that platform banking stacks have disrupted their business and operating models.

While platforms like Prosper have banking functions as their central business model, many
others incorporate such functionalities (activities) primarily as supportive features to bolster
their payment systems with credit options. Platforms such as Alipay, WeChat Pay, Vodafone
M-Pesa, and Mercado Libre’s Mercado Pago exemplify this. Frost et al. (2019) argues that
these banking functionalities ‘all involve a separate payments infrastructure integrated with
the firms’ primary core products — specifically, a mobile e-commerce and services platform, a
messaging and social media platform, mobile phone credit, and an e-commerce platform,
respectively’ (6).

In summary, the burgeoning literature on the banking activities of platforms indicates that these
activities, whether as ancillary services or primary business models, are proliferating within and
across platforms. We anticipate that the increasing adoption of blockchains and their integration
into platforms will further accelerate the emergence, expansion, and diversification of banking
activities in platform economic universes.

Platforms as exploratoriums

In this section, we bring into sight a less-explored facet of platforms: their exploratory functions.
Economic actors do not merely respond to platform prompts; they innovate, adapt routines,
seize opportunities, conduct investigations, and reconfigure devices to identify, envision, and
address their needs and motivations in novel manners. These platform ‘weapons of the weak’
can at times be so powerful that giant platforms, responding to actors who resist platforms,
find themselves radically changing their economic plans. We saw this in the case of Google’s
centralized auctions being challenged and eventually replaced by an alternative economic
stack, decentralized ‘header bidding,” by AdTech actors who challenged Google. The new mar-
ket stack was created and, in a sense, imposed by platform economic actors on Google itself
(MacKenzie, Caliskan, and Rommerskirchen 2023). Much like studies which show that infra-
structures do not simply impose choices on actors, but that actors subvert infrastructures in
a variety of ways (Jensen 2007; Morita 2017; Pinzur 2021), we observe that platform subversions
are also a norm, not an exception.

From Uber or Didi drivers hacking the ride hailing platform (Chen 2018), to platform actors
idling for hours to wait out surge pricing, from developing informal practices, tools, and commu-
nities to address platform constraints (Lehdonvirta 2018) to subverting and disrupting platform
works, platform actors never behave as passive followers of what platform owners ask them to
do (Ferrari and Graham 2021). These actors ‘search, test, try, negotiate’ constantly (Callon 2021,
221). The better the platform responds to these interventions, the more popular it becomes, for
more actors choose to use them for their explorations.

Additionally, in their research on webcam modeling platforms, Van Doorn and Velthuis (2018)
demonstrated how economic actors used a variety of ways to improve their income on platforms.
One such device is the platform-induced uncertainty that many workers manipulate successfully, if
this device can be ‘deployed by the model community’s dominant ethos of fair play, which is
grounded in a meritocratic order of worth’ (2018, 189). These economic actors also use the plat-
form’s ‘algorithmic organization of competition to freely experiment with technologies and strat-
egies that could increase their earnings and market share’ (2018, 182).

A few years ago, Tesco, the largest British distribution group, launched a Clubcard and offered it
to its customers (Beckett 2012). According to Tesco, the card, along with all its infrastructural
equipment (call centers, websites, software, etc.), enables the creation of an ongoing dialogue to
explore what the customer wants. Through constant interaction, products evolve and change, as
do supply and demand. The entities progress and transform themselves. These coordinated mutual
explorations pave the way for the synchronization of ‘needs’ and goods. However, synchronization
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does not happen by accident: Tesco invests heavily in tools and mechanisms to facilitate it (Callon
2021, 224).

A thorough study of these zones of discovery would underscore their ubiquity and varied nature,
be they rudimentary or intricate, static, or mutable. Take the example of Biomedicine. This industry
is a labyrinthine discovery zone that is frequently reshaped and altered. Visitors to these zones often
emerge transformed. Someone entering with a set expectation of seeing X’ might discover Y. A
person seeking information about cancer may instead find themselves learning about myopathy.
Platforms’ setups can be likened to a coming-of-age novel where the storyline adapts mid-course.
To truly appreciate the intricacies of market operations, it is essential to recognize and thus explore
how platforms as exploratoriums work.

Economic actors have been generating a dynamic body of popular literature aimed at having a
better understanding of platforms and harnessing them effectively to meet their requirements. This
literature also explores the development and optimization of economic devices, whether existing or
new, for more efficient pursuit of actors’ exploratory objectives. Platform Exploratorium Blogs such
as ridesharingdriver.com/blog/ or zeorouteplanner.com/lyft-driver/ have emerged as platforms for
sharing and discussing innovative strategies or methods for enhancing actor performance within
various platforms. Meanwhile, websites like www.quora.com host numerous influential writers
and non-academic researchers who offer insights into strategies for navigating and excelling within
the market structures of platforms like Amazon and Google. It is worth noting that, on occasion,
these ‘platforms on exploratoriums’ blur the lines with advertising, creating a multifaceted econo-
mization landscape that indirectly intertwines market stacks with exploratory endeavors (Guan
2021; MacKenzie, Caliskan, and Rommerskirchen 2023).

In certain instances, exploratoriums are intertwined with market stacks directly. Farajallah,
Hammond, and Pénard (2019) demonstrated that as users engage with a platform over time and
explore and better learn their choices, they excel in market stacks. Their study is of BlaBlaCar, a
ride-share platform that offers intercity rides, on each of which drivers can carry more than one
paying passenger, and which allows drivers to increase or decrease the platform’s recommended
prices. They discovered that as drivers become more experienced in using the platform, they
lower their prices and earn more per journey by filling more seats. Not just platform users view plat-
forms as exploratoriums; scientists do too. Experimental economists leverage platforms to conduct
tests, gauging human responses to various stimuli. Regardless of their findings, such performative
interventions also contribute to the maintenance of platforms as exploratoriums (Horton, Rand,
and Zeckhauser 2011). The use of platforms as venues for experimentation has become so prevalent
that economic entities now create and promote tools tailored for online investigations within plat-
form environments (Chen, Mislove, and Wilson 2016). The platform’s capacity to attract customers
or partners for a wide range of continuously evolving services becomes a performance benchmark
in the eyes of investors.

We argue that viewing platforms as exploratoriums utilized by actors helps us in comprehending
not just the daily operations of platforms but also in imagining the ways in which they can be better
designed and used to create more transparent exploratory environments. Instead of adopting a
reductionist perspective that only highlights the negative aspects of platforms, focusing research
on their exploratory potential can provide insights for policymakers and regulators. This approach
encourages not just oversight and regulation but also pushes for platforms to be transparent about
how actors use them to discover their needs and enhance their economization strategies.

Platforms as power relations

Although the study of platforms as exploration spaces is important in understanding what actors do
with platforms, researchers should also be attentive to what platforms do to actors. An exhaustive
inventory of studies that focus on the ways in which platforms construct, enable, and enact asym-
metrical relations of power is beyond the objective and the capacity of this paper. Yet, to emphasize
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the need to consider power dynamics as an integral part of any platform study, we discuss a few
central themes in the literature that document and analyze platforms’ adverse effects on actors
and environment without committing a platform reductionism.

Howson et al. (2023) surveyed 699 workers in 74 countries from Global South and North,
working for 14 platforms such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, Clickworker, Appen, Upwork,
Fiver, and freelancer.com. Their research has shown that ‘unpaid labour is a systemic mechanism
of accumulation in the digital value networks’ created and maintained by these platforms (732).
Furthermore, worker exploitation is more severe in economically more marginal situations:
‘workers in the global South perform more unpaid labour than counterparts in the global
North’ (732). Such asymmetries among geographies also imply another asymmetry, this time in
terms of the consequences of data extractivism. Couldry and Mejias (2019) term this relationship
of power as ‘Data Colonialism.’

Drawing on 107 interviews in 6 countries and a cross-regional survey with 679 platform actors
from Southeast Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, Wood et al. (2019) showed that despite offering
workers ‘high levels of flexibility, autonomy, task variety and complexity,” platform-based algorith-
mic control also ‘result(s) in low pay, social isolation, working unsocial and irregular hours, over-
work, sleep deprivation and exhaustion” among platform workers (56). In study after study, we
observe how the expanding domain of platforms may entail a growing control over workers, result-
ing in worsening work conditions for working classes (Hill 2015). Carrying out research among IT
workers, Amrute (2016) added another dimension to these dynamics and showed how caste and
race also matter in class relations among workers who make and maintain platformization, thus
inviting critical attention to the cascading relations of power that mark new asymmetries and iden-
tities. Other researchers have focused on how platforms contribute to worsening of gendered div-
ision of labor or maintaining gender asymmetries in societies (Bivens and Haimson 2016; Barocas
and Selbst 2016; Rosenblat 2018, Larsson and Teigland 2019).

A substantial body of literature has focused on the powers wielded by platforms, with a primary
emphasis on the freedoms and rights of various actors. One significant concern is the erosion of
privacy. Many platforms, in their quest for user data and engagement, often prioritize their own
interests over the privacy rights of individuals. Their business models can lead to the unwarranted
surveillance of users, exposing personal information and habits to companies and potentially even
governments. Such intrusive practices have raised significant ethical and legal questions, as actors
grapple with the loss of their digital privacy and autonomy. Empirical research reveals that many
platforms employ these strategies, also rooted in data extractivism, leveraging user curiosity and
the desire for information to extract data from platform participants. This data extraction, in
turn, has the effect of diminishing and distorting individual liberties and privacy (Diakopoulos
2015; Mittelstadt et al. 2016; Crawford and Schultz 2014, Zuboff 2019).

Another consequence of platforms is the potential for the amplification of misinformation and
the spread of misleading content for political motivations in the hands of extreme-right move-
ments. The algorithms that power many platforms may be designed to maximize user engagement,
which can inadvertently promote sensational and divisive content. This has contributed to the pro-
liferation of fake news and conspiracy theories, creating an environment where misinformation can
thrive. The consequences of such misinformation can be dire, leading to public distrust, social
polarization, and thus make regimes conducive to authoritarianism. In certain cases, these trends
also intersect with the emergence or perpetuation of competitive or fully authoritarian regimes
(Wijermars and Lokot 2022).

Moreover, with respect to inter-organizational dynamics, platforms may give rise to strong ten-
dencies toward oligopolistic structures (Langley and Leyshon 2021) or achieve vast market domi-
nance. Oligopoly often emerges when a handful of major platforms consolidate their control over a
particular sector or industry, creating significant barriers to entry for potential competitors (Hind-
man 2018.) This concentration of power can limit consumer choice and stifle innovation, as smaller
players struggle to compete with the dominant platforms. In such scenarios, the platforms
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themselves wield immense influence, both economically and politically, which can further exacer-
bate inequalities and hinder healthy market competition (Khan 2017; Rikap 2022).

Furthermore, some platforms have achieved such overwhelming market dominance that they
become de facto gatekeepers of information and communication. This monopolistic control over
digital spaces can lead to concerns about censorship, as these platforms have the ability to shape
the discourse and control access to information on a global scale. The unchecked power of domi-
nant platforms can also raise antitrust and regulatory issues, prompting governments to take
measures to rein in their influence. The combination of oligopolistic tendencies and market dom-
ination by platforms has significant implications for the structure of the contemporary digital land-
scape and underscores the need for careful oversight and regulation to ensure a more equitable and
competitive digital environment (Srinivasan 2020).

This brief overview merely scratches the surface of the extensive body of literature surrounding
the adverse ramifications of platforms. It serves as an incomplete introduction to a complex and
multifaceted field and cannot fully encapsulate the depth and breadth of research in this area.
For a more comprehensive understanding of the negative consequences associated with platforms,
excellent reviews such as those of Lindenmayr et al. (2022) and Mini and Widjaja (2019)

offer a thorough exploration of how platforms contribute to various legitimate concerns. In this
subsection, our primary objective is not to provide a comprehensive summary of how platforms
may give rise to processes that create or sustain asymmetries, nor have we sought to assess the
extent to which practices of resistance, either informal (as in the case discussed by Cotter 2019)
or organized and technically sophisticated (see MacKenzie, Caliskan, and Rommerskirchen
2023), can successfully contest these asymmetries. And we are fully aware that platform use can
be a positive experience for many users. Instead, our focus is on emphasizing the importance of
recognizing the role of platform power when defining what platforms are and advocating for an
inclusive and meticulous strategy to studying them.

Conclusions

We started this paper with a defining paradox of vision in late modern economic thinking: Our under-
standing of the ultimate organizational innovation of the twenty-first century, the platform, relies on
the deployment of a conceptual framework borrowed from the eighteenth century. This approach,
characterized by Rochet and Tirole’s notion of a two-sided market, paradoxically acknowledges
that these new markets do not conform to age-old market dynamics. Instead, platforms operate as
active mediators, architects of economic interactions, rather than passive intermediaries. Calling
this tendency Platform Anachronism, we showed how it flattened the multifaceted nature of platforms
by relying on outdated analogies, limiting our understanding of their diverse economic relations.

Surprisingly emerging as a critique of platforms’ inclination to undermine ‘market competition,’
another hegemonic approach, Platform Reductionism, proposes to register only the negative con-
sequences of platforms without recognizing what actors gain from them. Exaggerating the power of
platforms, and at times lacking in-depth empirical research, this approach mobilizes a premature
critique that may not reflect the complexities of actual platforms.

Arguing that neither approach does justice to the complex landscape of platforms, we proposed
an alternative strategy to platform study and called for approaching platforms as a stacked econo-
mization processes that combine or independently operate various economization modes, includ-
ing gift-giving, bartering, and marketization, equipping actors with the means to imagine and
discover their needs in an exploratorium, where a digital-material interaction design entails layers
of power relations.®

Drawing on our research findings and the existing literature on platforms, we showed that plat-
formization does not introduce a novel mode of economization. Instead, what sets platforms apart
is their remarkable ability to amalgamate and layer diverse and pre-existing economization modes,
occasionally amalgamating time-honored economization modes like barter with cutting-edge new
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marketization techniques. Detailing how to approach this stacked universe by focusing on market,
barter, and gift, we also underlined the importance of an informed attention on how these stacks
relate and do not relate to each other in platforms. Platforms present a variety of economic services
and functionalities around these stacks such as arbitration (Ryan and Avram 2019), fraud preven-
tion (Chen et al. 2015), consulting (Klochan et al. 2021), and subscription (Manu 2017). We showed
that a comprehensive understanding of platforms necessitates an exploration of their stacked econ-
omization processes. A platform’s functioning can only be explained after considering all its active
stacks, each of which could be approached as an agencement in itself. This inventory of stacks, the
myriad functionalities around them, and their operational analysis should also be supported with an
examination of how they are interconnected and at times deliberately detached from each other.
The design and configuration of these articulations provide insight into how these layered econo-
mization processes work on the ground.

We now know that market stacks are often intertwined with gift stacks, typically through pricing
mechanisms. For instance, a platform user may enjoy a discounted price for a product by choosing
to subscribe to a service. Amazon Prime members often get preferential pricing for identical pro-
ducts and occasionally receive specialized gifts, all as part of their subscription. Such interconnec-
tions between gift and market stacks, depicted in Figure 2 as ‘hoses’ linking stacks, endow platforms
with unparalleled versatility as they contribute to economizing of a variety of network effects,
benefits (for some), losses (for others).

The literature suggests that we must also consider how stacks are intentionally separated by online
material sets. Facebook, for instance, has made it challenging to marketize in its barter stack, and this
limitation has become its primary revenue source. The act of preventing barter and gift exchanges for
others has become a significant focus for platforms, now backed by its own set of studies (Ferreira
et al. 2013). However, as illustrated by Finau and Kant (2022) and Evans et al. (2018), platform
users also create barriers between their barter stacks and potential market stacks, often withholding
permission to marketize bartered goods through both formal and informal methods. Stacks, along
with the bridge and barrier designs enabling their connection and disconnection, remain some of
the lesser-explored topics in platform research. We contend that the research strategy we have pre-
sented, leveraging the emerging literature on stacks and the bridges and barriers between them, will
assist researchers in understanding how stacks are approached by both platform designers and users.”

In the third section we analyzed a relatively underexplored facet of platforms - their explora-
toriums. All economic modes necessitate investigative activities, but platforms distinguish them-
selves by the significance they assign to these activities, which play a crucial role within each of
the interconnected stacks. These spaces offer a diverse array of tools and opportunities for economic
actors to reimagine and discover their needs. At times independent of the platform owners’ inten-
tions, actors engage in innovative practices, altering routines, inversing positions, devising oppor-
tunities, conducting research, and modifying devices to seek novel ways of fulfilling their
motivations and requirements as well as pursuing their needs. As we saw in the case of header-bid-
ding, this space is so important that platform giants like Google could find themselves being coerced
to accept alternative marketization infrastructures designed and imposed by actors who continue to
use Google’s own platform.

Moving on to the fourth section, we discussed platforms’ power dynamics, forming complex
layers of domination and potentially establishing hegemonic relations. Drawing on recent
research on platformization to offer insights into how platforms, much like other forms of econ-
omization, inherently involve power dynamics, this extensive body of literature refrains from
embracing Platform Reductionism. Instead, it investigates the various dimensions of power
relations without presenting actors as passive recipients of platform stimuli. Platforms, aside
from their environmental consequences, possess the potential and mechanisms to structure
power relations, resulting in novel forms of disparity across geographical, societal, economic,
gender, racial, class, and ethnic lines. We cannot understand them without considering that
they entail open and opaque power relations.
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Overall, we aspire for our programof studying platforms as stacked economization processes to
provide economic actors spanning from scientists to traders and regulators to platform users and
workers with performative, responsive, and effective tools for analysis, governance, and exploration.
We would like to reiterate that it is essential to introduce a multiplicity of definitions of platforms
and as well as a variety of strategies of approaching them. This is particularly valuable as scientists,
designers, and economic actors strive to comprehend and make platforms. Our approach can be
most aptly described as an inclusive and flexible strategy designed to navigate the complexities
of multi-layered platforms. It allows us to avoid the pitfalls of simplification seen in Platform
Reductionism, which offers superficial critiques, or the limitations of Platform Anachronism,
which resuscitates as an already obsolete approach to make sense of markets. Time has come to
study new economic developments with a new research strategy.

Notes

1. Cf. Latour (2005); McGowan, MacKenzie, and Caliskan (2024) and Goodchild and Ferrari (2021).

2. An airdrop refers to the distribution of a cryptocurrency as a gift to a large number of wallet addresses. Air-
drops are used as a marketing device to raise awareness about a new cryptocurrency or helping users of that
particular cryptocurrency to have an additional benefit from the blockchain network. Participation in an air-
drop can also be used to reward people for taking specific actions, via what are called ‘quest’ platforms, such as
tweeting about a soon-to-be launched coin.

3. We propose that ecologization is an emergent mode of economization and define it as ‘the management of
hybrid collectives oriented towards the provision of services, a management that takes care of all the asset-
actifs that collaborate with these (Callon, Caliskan, and MacKenzie Forthcoming_a; Callon, Caliskan, and
MacKenzie Forthcoming_b).

4. See Caliskan (2023) for a genealogy of the term ‘stack’ and its application to data money exchange platforms.

For a detailed summary of the interface model and examples of it, see Piitz (2021).

6. Needless to say, platform owners also invest in controlling user actors. For an excellent study of Airbnb’s
attendance to users see (McGowan 2023).

7. While we could further document how researchers have highlighted the significance of the proliferation and
utilization of devices within platforms and/or their market stacks across various sectors and engagements —
such as “float” as an asset conversion device (Roitman 2023), digital consumption (Cochoy et al. 2020), secur-
ity (Polillo 2022), social impact bonds (Rosamond 2021), and insurance (Meyers and Van Hoyweghen 2018)
among others - it would only make for a worthwhile exploration in a more extended writing project. How-
ever, due to space constraints, we simply contend that the prevailing literature supports our hypothesis:
understanding platforms necessitates devising a means to comprehend the role of devices.

8. Space constraints did not allow us to discuss ecologization as an emergent mode of economization in this
paper. For ecologization.

9. The nature and implementation of these bridges and barriers might play a pivotal role in the so-called asse-
tization of data as proposed by Birch et al. (2021).
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