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Surveillance Capitalism: The New Digital Economic Order

Context

In the digital age, user data has become a key economic asset. Tech giants like Google, Meta,
and Amazon collect and monetize vast amounts of personal information, shaping consumer
behavior and influencing decisions. This practice, termed Surveillance Capitalism by Shoshana
Zuboff (2018), describes an economic system where human experiences are turned into data
for financial gain. It raises concerns about privacy, autonomy, and state surveillance,
impacting economies, democracy, and personal freedoms.

What is Surveillance Capitalism?

Surveillance capitalism is an economic model where tech companies collect, analyze, and
monetize personal data. Unlike traditional capitalism, which profits from selling goods and
services, this system thrives on tracking user behavior and predicting future actions. By
collecting data from searches, clicks, purchases, and social media activity, companies build detailed
user profiles to manipulate choices and maximize profits.

How Surveillance Capitalism Works?

Companies track every digital interaction to extract behavioral data. AI-driven algorithms analyze
this data to predict and modify user actions, often without consent. Social media platforms
influence opinions by prioritizing content that maximizes engagement, while governments
collaborate with tech firms for mass surveillance. The PRISM Program (exposed by Edward
Snowden in 2013) revealed how companies like Google and Facebook shared data with U.S.
intelligence agencies, highlighting the deep ties between corporate and state surveillance.

How It Differs from Traditional Capitalism?

Unlike traditional capitalism, which relies on tangible goods and labor, surveillance capitalism
profits from continuous data harvesting. It reduces consumer autonomy, as AI-driven systems
subtly shape behaviors and preferences. This model also strengthens corporate-government ties,
leading to reduced transparency and public accountability.



Negative Impacts of Surveillance Capitalism

Surveillance capitalism erodes privacy, with companies collecting and selling data without user
consent (Cambridge Analytica Scandal, 2014). AI-driven manipulation influences opinions,
shopping, and even voting behavior, as seen in the 2016 U.S. Presidential Elections. Data
breaches pose cybersecurity risks, exposing users to identity theft (Yahoo’s breach affected 3
billion accounts). Governments also use private tech data for mass surveillance, limiting free
speech and dissent, as seen in China’s Social Credit System.

Measures to Counter Surveillance Capitalism

To counter its risks, governments must enforce strong data protection laws like the EU’s GDPR
and India’s DPDPA (2023). Big Tech must be regulated to prevent monopolistic data control,
while public awareness and digital literacy should be enhanced. Transparency in AI-driven
decision-making is crucial, ensuring companies disclose how user data is collected and used.
Additionally, banning the sale of behavioral data, similar to child data protections (COPPA,
U.S.), is necessary to protect user privacy.

Conclusion

Surveillance capitalism is reshaping economies, governance, and individual freedoms,
making data privacy a global concern. Without strict regulations and ethical AI development, user
autonomy and democracy remain at risk. A global framework for digital rights is essential to
safeguard privacy and ensure that technology serves humanity rather than controlling it.


