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ABSTRACT 

The pervasive digital surveillance enabled by social media platforms, mobile devices, smart city infrastructure, and 

workplace monitoring systems has transformed the sociology of social control. Zuboff’s (2019) concept of surveillance 

capitalism identifies a new economic logic in which behavioral data extracted from users becomes the raw material for 

predictive products sold to behavioral modification markets. This paper situates digital surveillance within the classical 

sociological tradition of social control theory, from Foucault’s (1975) panopticon to contemporary dataveillance, 

examining how the architecture of visibility has shifted from exceptional to routine, from institutional to distributed, and 

from disciplinary to predictive. We analyze three domains of digital surveillance—consumer behavioral tracking, 

workplace monitoring, and state surveillance—and their implications for privacy norms, conformity behavior, and the 

sociological concept of autonomy. Drawing on Nissenbaum’s (2010) contextual integrity framework and Lyon’s (2007) 

surveillance studies tradition, we argue that platform surveillance represents a qualitatively new form of social control that 

requires updated theoretical frameworks. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Surveillance—the systematic observation of individuals or populations—has been a central mechanism of social control 

throughout human history, from premodern village gossip to modern bureaucratic record-keeping. However, digital 

technologies have transformed surveillance in ways that are qualitatively, not merely quantitatively, different from prior 

forms. The combination of ubiquitous sensors (smartphones, smart speakers, connected appliances), large-scale data 

collection and storage, machine learning classification, and real-time behavioral feedback enables a form of social control 

that is simultaneously universal (everyone is surveilled), asymmetric (the observed cannot observe the surveillants), and 

predictive (behavior can be anticipated and influenced before it occurs). 

Foucault (1975), in ‘Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison,’ used Bentham’s panopticon—a prison design in which 

all inmates can be observed at all times without knowing when they are actually being watched—as a metaphor for the 

disciplinary power that produces conforming subjects through the internalization of surveillance. Foucault’s analysis 

remains relevant but requires extension to account for digital surveillance’s distinctive features: the surveilling gaze is no 

longer centralized in a single watcher but distributed across platforms; the surveillance subject is not an imprisoned body 

but a mobile, networked individual; and the mechanism of conformity is not the threat of punishment but the algorithmic 

sorting and ranking that determines access to opportunities, credit, and visibility. 

2. SURVEILLANCE CAPITALISM 

Zuboff (2019), in ‘The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power’ 

(PublicAffairs), identifies a new economic logic she terms surveillance capitalism, in which human experience is claimed 

as raw material for behavioral data, translated into prediction products, and sold in behavioral futures markets. This logic 

differs from previous market forms because the commodified product is not the user’s labor or attention but the behavioral 

surplus—data beyond what is needed to improve services—that platforms extract and exploit. Zuboff argues that 

surveillance capitalism’s commercial logic creates systemic incentives for maximum behavioral data extraction that 

operate independently of individual corporate actors’ intentions, constituting a structural feature of the platform economy. 
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3. THREE DOMAINS OF DIGITAL SURVEILLANCE 

3.1 Consumer Behavioral Tracking 

Consumer digital surveillance operates through the collection of browsing history, purchase behavior, location data, and 

social network activity by advertising-supported platforms. Solove (2013), in the Columbia Law Review, identifies the 

key harm as not individual data collection events but the aggregation of seemingly innocuous data points into behavioral 

profiles that reveal sensitive attributes (health conditions, political beliefs, sexual orientation) without explicit disclosure. 

The ‘chilling effect’ of surveillance—behavioral modification in response to being observed—has been documented by 

Penney (2016) in the Columbia Journal of Law and the Arts, showing that Snowden revelations about NSA surveillance 

reduced Wikipedia page views on terrorism-related topics. 

3.2 Workplace Monitoring 

Employer surveillance of employees has intensified dramatically with digital work tools. Remote work monitoring 

software tracks keystrokes, screenshots, active application windows, and video captures; algorithmic management in 

platform work (discussed in Section S2) controls task assignment, evaluation, and compensation through data-driven 

systems. Ajunwa, Crawford, and Schultz (2017) document the growth of ‘limitless worker surveillance’ in the Stanford 

Technology Law Review, arguing that it violates worker dignity and autonomy beyond any legitimate employer interest 

in productivity monitoring. 

4. PRIVACY NORMS AND CONTEXTUAL INTEGRITY 

Table 1. Contextual integrity violations in platform surveillance, following Nissenbaum (2010). 

Context Appropriate Information Flow (Nissenbaum) Platform Surveillance Violation 

Medical Patient data flows to treating physicians; not to 

employers or insurers 
Health app data sold to insurance actuarial 

models 

Commercial Purchase data used for transaction processing; not for 

behavioral prediction 
Purchase history used to infer political 

beliefs, health status 

Civic Voter registration is public; individual vote is private Microtargeting based on inferred political 

behavior 

Workplace Work outputs monitored; personal communications and 

off-hours activity are private 
Keystroke logging, screenshot monitoring, 

GPS tracking off-site 

5. CONCLUSION 

Digital surveillance constitutes a qualitatively new form of social control that extends Foucaultian discipline to a ubiquitous, 

distributed, and predictive system operating through platform infrastructure rather than institutional enclosures. Zuboff’s 

surveillance capitalism framework captures the economic logic driving this expansion but requires sociological 

supplementation addressing the social reproduction of surveillance compliance—how individuals internalize surveillance 

and modify behavior in ways that serve platform commercial interests. Regulatory responses including the EU General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018) represent the most substantive policy attempt to constrain surveillance 

capitalism, but their effectiveness remains contested. Future sociological research should examine how differential 

surveillance exposure by race, class, and immigration status creates new dimensions of social inequality through 

algorithmic sorting and prediction. 
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