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The goal of this presentation is to be the basis for a broader, long-term, research project, bringing 
together different empirical efforts and also trying to think theoretically what surveillance 
capitalism means for the Global South. First I’ll address three axes for investigation. Then, I’ll talk 
about 

Surveillance capitalism is understood here as in the concept developed by Shoshana Zuboff (2015). 
She coined the term "surveillance capitalism" to understand the economic prominence of a set of 
companies that practice a new logic of accumulation. That new logic is based on the economic 
processing of the collection, extraction and analysis of data as tools for forecasting and changing 
behaviours. The ultimate goal would be to have market control. Surveillance capitalism is linked to 
'big data' technologies and represents a new form of informational capitalism. It was formed 
gradually over the last decade, incorporating new social and political relations that have not yet 
been well delineated or theorized by the academic field.

In trying to build on this necessary effort of understanding surveillance capitalism, I propose three 
different set of questions to address the relationship between surveillance capitalism and Global 
South. Understanding those specific relations could be relevant for understanding surveillance 
capitalism as a global phenomenon. Some preliminary research data show that, although the big 
data technologies have the northern countries as their place of birth, development and control, much
of its activity (collection and possibly the extraction of data, in Zuboff terms) takes place in 
peripheral countries.

Among the ten countries with most Facebook users, only two of them are from the Northern 
Hemisphere (the United States and the United Kingdom). India is at second place in terms of Uber 
rides; Mexico is the third one; Brazil owns 17% of Uber registered drivers in the world. The five 
most important2 YouTube user channels are from the South: four of them are Asians and one is 
Brazilian.

The expression "Global South" “has traditionally been used within intergovernmental development 
organizations (...) to refer to economically disadvantaged nation-states and as a post-cold war 
alternative to “Third World.” However, in recent years and within a variety of fields, the Global 
South is employed in a post-national sense to address spaces and peoples negatively impacted by 
contemporary capitalist globalization”3. Let me add that those people usually come from the 
geographic south, they are immigrants or refugees, they have specific social class, color and 
genders. Therefore this research project is intended to delimit not only the poorest or most unequal 
territories on the planet, but also to include populations living in more prosperous countries, but in 
fragile and precarious conditions in these societies.

1 I wish to acknowledge the support of the Surveillance Studies Centre (Queen’s University), Fapesp and of 
Faepex/Unicamp

2 Data retrieved in early 2018 using the website Socialblade (https://socialblade.com/youtube/top/100) metrics that 
takes into account subscribers and views a channel is getting

3 See https://globalsouthstudies.as.virginia.edu/what-is-global-south



The first set of questions of this research project, named surveillance capitalism on global south, 
attempts to focus on a geographic space of data collection. One of its hypothesis is the economic 
centrality of the Global South for the surveillance capitalism and its goals are a) to investigate the 
local and material determinations (like the specificities of labor relations, the prevalence of 
precarious and informal work) of this specific context; b) to invest in the effort of dealing with local
specificities, because if “surveillance culture varies according to region”, as said by David Lyon 
(2017, 828), and according to culture, we might add, thus we must speak of differences; c) address 
the reasons for the “success” of surveillance capitalism in those geographical regions and among 
specific populations.

The second set of questions, named surveillance capitalism by the Global South asks about the 
relations between local and global actors. This axis assumes the peripheral position of the southern 
States and companies in terms of the globalized capitalism and tries to investigate the role of local 
actors in the data collection and extraction practices of surveillance capitalism. The goal here is to 
think about the partnerships and relationships that Southern companies and states establish with 
Northern companies. How those partnerships sustain or challenge the historical subaltern role of the
South?

The third axis is theoretical and methodological. Its named surveillance capitalism from the Global 
South, meaning it uses a specific embodied point of view for thinking and analyzing, from which 
the focus is directed towards specific relations and processes. It is important to perhaps be 
redundant but to repeat that the surveillance capitalism happens in a context of asymmetry of 
different types of power (political, economic, symbolic) between several actors, but more 
specifically between North and South, and between those who own and those how doesn’t own the 
means of production (and to ask what means of production means today is highly relevant). How 
does the surveillance capitalism perpetuate, make more profound, or remake these asymmetries?

On this axis, I am seeking for inspiration in Donna Haraway's idea of situated knowledge. Haraway 
looks for a positioning on her research that at the same time questions the idea of neutral, 
delocalized and universal knowledge - which often hides its gender, class, and race embodiment - 
and also calls into question the idea of a pure relativism, in which the conversation between 
different perspectives is irreconcilable. In the context of this research, this means searching for 
elements for analysis tuned to the perspective of southern bodies with concepts and processes that 
are relevant for the survival and well being of those bodies4. It is also important to remember the 
geographer, Milton Santos, in his insistence on producing a perspective from the periphery of 
capitalism, without denying the dialogue with theories of the North. Boaventura de Sousa Santos 
has been trying to do something similar with his Epistemologies of the South. So, when we talk 
about surveillance capitalism, how useful is this concept from a Southern perspective? What can we
add or challenge or help with our situated research?

I’m positive that surveillance capitalism can be a good starting point to address the persistence or 
the renewed asymmetries of power between North and South. Also because I think surveillance 
capitalism is a materialistic position, which tries to understand how the control of resources and the 
economic domination are reproduced. Surveillance has a centrality on this operation. At the same 
time, surveillance capitalism does not exempt us from a cultural approach in our research.

4 “Stated briefly, situated knowledge questions the foundational myths of traditional objectivity: the subject as a 
simple, singular point of empirical knowledge-gathering, the scientific gaze as an omniscient observer, the object of
inquiry as a passive and stable. Through situated knowledge, subjects become complex contraptions made of 
biological vision and personal will, the scientific gaze is dissolved into a network of contested observations, and 
objects become Coyote-Frankensteins, produced and yet much more in control than the traditional modest witness 
would care to admit. It is a means of avoiding abject relativity while simultaneously rejecting phallogocentric 
positivism” https://conceptsinsts.wikispaces.com/Situated+Knowledges+(Schaffer)



It is important to understand how different social groups have different practices and imaginaries 
towards surveillance, having on the horizon their survival and well-being. It is important to 
understand how and why the practices and technologies that perform data collection and extraction 
can be harmful or might be useful for different social groups and in what contexts. Sometimes, 
those technologies might be connected with strategies of survival, to the maintenance of life in 
specific societies. It is important to emphasize that most of the time those are not choices that 
individuals can freely make; we are dealing with technologies that, if subjects do not use it, this can 
imply in significant difficulties for maintaining life. That is one of the hypotheses here, that many of
the Internet connected devices, that are involved in the collection and extraction of data from 
communication process, became essential for the survival and well-being of some populations.

I want to bring here an example and draw a preliminary comparison. The example is a video 
produced by a group of youngsters from the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. It was recorded after
the central government declared military intervention in the state, justifying the intervention 
alleging the rising rates of urban violence. The video is titled "Intervention in Rio: Tips for 
surviving an unjustified approach". I want to emphasize the word survive here because far from 
being something sensationalist we are talking about issues of life and death. Introduced by three 
young blacks who are familiar with the camera and are YouTubers, the video features some security
tips specifically targeted at afro-Brazilians. Most of the tips are linked to the use of smartphones, 
like “Send your location via Facebook or WhatsApp, so that they know where to find you”, or “If 
you are detained in public, start recording with your cell phone”, or “take your cell phone 
everywhere, and keep its battery charged”, and “nobody can look at your cell phone without your 
permission, unless ordered by a judge”. 

These young afro-Brazilians were likely inspired by similar videos about survival tips in the case 
police encounters made in the context of the Black Lives Matter movement, such as the video titled 
"Ten Rules of Survival in the Event of Being Stopped by the Police"://www.pbs.org/black-
culture/connect/talk-back/10_rules_of_survival_if_stopped_by_police/)5. But some features stand 
out in the Brazilian video. The smartphone, that has to be always close to the body, is essential as a 
device for instant communication, at the same time transmitting the location and being used to 
record images and sounds around its carrier. Let's remember: "Take your cell phone everywhere, 
and keep its battery charged". And "if you are detained in public, start recording with your cell 
phone. This is still the best way to gather information, so we can find out who stopped you, how 
and why". After saying that to the camera, the youngster makes a joke with and advice that is often 
repeated by a popular news anchor in Brazil, and says "always turn your phone sideways when 
recording". The seemingly innocent comment is an indication that the images are being recorded 
primarily to be shared on the media and not to be used in a court case. This is a contrast that 
distinguishes the Brazilian video from the US video. While the US video frequently mentions court 
cases, any mention of the judicial system in the Brazilian video is secondary. There is a 
recommendation made about collecting information to file a police complaint, but it looks like that 
is more related with having some kind of official record to be used for public pressure than for a 
legal prosecution. When the Brazilians recommend registering who, when, and why some person 
was stopped by the police, they use the expression “gather information”, not collecting evidence, 
and the expression “we can find out” with no mention of the authorities doing any search.

5 The 10 tips in the Black Lives Matter video are: “1. Be polite and respectful when stopped by the police. Keep your
mouth closed; 2. Remember that your goal is to get home safely. If you feel that your rights have been violated, you
and your parents have the right to file a formal complaint with your local police jurisdiction; 3. Don’t, under any 
circumstance, get into an argument with the police; 4. Always remember that anything you say or do can be used 
against you in court; 5. Keep your hands in plain sight and make sure the police can see your hands at all times; 6. 
Avoid physical contact with the police. No sudden movements, and keep hands out of your pockets; 7. Do not run, 
even if you are afraid of the police; 8. Even if you believe that you are innocent, do not resist arrest; 9. Don’t make 
any statements about the incident until you are able to meet with a lawyer or public defender; 10. Stay calm and 
remain in control. Watch your words, body language and emotions.”



I do not want to affirm that comparison as some kind of definitive evidence. What I want to propose
here is to understand how those connected devices, that are instrumental to surveillance capitalism, 
become necessary objects for personal security in contexts of violence (or police violence) such as 
those of the Global South countries. How surveillance capitalism builds up – and extract value – on 
strategies for survival.

But survival issues are not restricted to personal safety. It can also refer to the capacity to make a 
living, to be able to at least provide food and housing for the family and themselves. Ideally, on a 
slightly higher standard, be able to buy quality food, pay for housing in safer and healthier 
neighbourhoods, have access to preventive health and eventually to have time and resources for 
cultural activities and proper rest.

It is safe to say that what distinguishes the living conditions of Global South and the Global North 
populations is the access to those resources. While in the North the majority of the population have 
access to minimum living standards (education, housing, health, food) and have to work for better 
conditions (better food, housing, higher degree of education and especially health), those in the 
South have to struggle daily for the basics and dream of a better life. This situation worsened with 
the neoliberal reforms that began in the mid-1980s when successive attempts to build a welfare state
in the South have been defeated by measures that take away rights from citizens and workers. How 
neoliberalism pushes workers on adopting surveillance capitalism technologies? How different 
levels of social safety and economic conditions can lead to different outcomes in terms of adopting 
strategies of survival? How does surveillance capitalism advance and thrive in different contexts? 
How surveillance capitalism's data collection devices and platforms become instrumental for the 
exploitation of an informal, unstable, deregulated work? Those questions bring us to a research 
agenda that intersects economics, culture, and politics.

Let me comment on some examples that can help better understand the connection between labour, 
platform economy6 and surveillance capitalism.

Among the possible benefits of projects such as Internet.org, Facebook has posed that it can 
improve communication between individuals in poor communities and this can contribute to the 
flourishing of local economies7. In fact, there are many examples of freelance work, more or less 
occasional, especially in the service sector, which rely on communication via services such as 
Whatsapp and Messenger. How the access to those networks has a different impact from phone or 
mobile communication? How its use is really changing old relations and creating new ones?

As I pointed out earlier, it’s safe to say that the use of urban transportation apps is especially strong 
in the Global South. In a context of low investments in public transportation and general 
mismanagement of urban driveways, the use of applications appears as an alternative that allows 
hiring, at relatively low prices, not just private cars but also the workforce responsible for those 
vehicles. The reason why I am explicitly mentioning the workforce, and not just the cars, is that I 
think it is important to investigate this scenario from the worker’s point of view. What living 
conditions lead those people to offer their vehicles and their workforce to be sold by apps? Why 
they choose some apps and not others and why? How and by making use of what technologies they 
formulate processes of resistance to the exploitation of their labour force? What type of worker 
identity do they establish among themselves and with this new type of undercover boss? How they 

6 As I understand here surveillance capitalism encompasses platform capitalism, which is the opposite of Schnrieck 
(2016) argues

7 https://br.newsroom.fb.com/news/2017/11/facebook-ajuda-pequenos-negocios-a-crescer-e-gerar-empregos-no-
brasil/



hide or try to control their data? How different local conditions and regulations set the stage for 
conflict with other workers and institutions, such as taxi drivers and taxi cooperatives?

This intersection between precarious work and surveillance capitalism is not exclusive to work 
sectors socially regarded as less noble or that require fewer years in formal education. 
Communication and journalism as professional activities can be cited as an example of that. Living 
in crisis in terms of the creation of non precarious job posts at least since the popularization of the 
Internet, journalism is one of the fields in which there has been having: progressive informality in 
work relations; worsening working conditions; lower wages; and unemployment in general. Not 
finding jobs in major newspapers or major websites - or tired of dealing with the stressful routine of
those jobs - journalists have been using the Internet as an alternative to exercise new and innovative
projects. The vast majority of them, however, rely on the big Internet platforms, such as Google and
Facebook, to have their content distributed. How do these journalists establish working relations 
with these platforms? How they get funding for their activities that will be shared on the platforms?

The education sector has also been the focus of corporate attacks by surveillance capitalism 
industry. Gradually, large companies such as Google and Microsoft, have been replacing local 
infrastructure, sometimes public infrastructure, implementing distance education programs or 
software and hardware dedicated to classroom automation. Following those efforts, teachers are 
being targeted by companies to become promoters or accredited professionals of certain proprietary 
platforms and technologies. Let’s remember that teachers are particularly vulnerable worker 
category in the Global South, most of them being underpaid. They are lead to believe that being 
accredited by big platforms this will ensure them greater employability in the educational market. 
We are talking about professionals who get better wages if they work for private institutions than 
for public schools. The hiring policy of private schools is quite dependent on what may appear to be
modern or technological for parents, treated as clients. Teachers who are promoters or accredited by
these platforms, therefore, might be able of getting better wages. This is a good example of an 
intersection between culture and economics.

The different sectors briefly commented here (urban transport, education, journalism) might 
generate different types of researches, with different methodologies. But what makes those cases 
connected to the notion of surveillance capitalism is our goal to understand the relationships 
established between workers and the machines/codes, as well as the companies that manage the 
communication structures that underpin this labour market. How are surveillance capitalism 
technologies made an important part of the survival strategies of the Global South populations? It is 
also important to take into account that for the companies in the business of providing services or 
content the ultimate goal is to replace most of the human labour for machines and code (a 
workforce has to be paid and “prosumers” are becoming difficult to manage due to privacy issues). 
Capital versus labour lives on.

Writing about the relationship between information, valorization and labour processes, Marcos 
Dantas (2017) points out how mechanization processes are set to transform what is random into 
known or to be able to predict irregularities to the point of cancelling their effects. “For example, in 
a factory, if a worker needs to watch a working machine for hours, paying attention to its clocks, 
gauges, and the noises it emits (which only the experienced worker knows well), he does so solely 
to capture random events (errors, unexpected and undesirable behavior changes), not predictable 
ones. Redundancy is only useful because it can point to some original information if it occurs. 
Therefore, it allows the worker to focus on the search for meaning to events whose origins or causes
he initially ignores. That search will be semiotic work: a process in which senses, nerves and 
muscles, but, above all, the mind, are used in the association of signifiers to signifieds, given a 
context and its codes”. Dantas’example can be useful for reflecting on how surveillance operates by
collecting as much information as possible, information that can detect most of the regularities and 



to predict (and thus to annul) or to avoid most of the irregularities. This is an action that has in its 
goal the elimination of the need for the human element to operate on the irregularities.

The processing of regularities and irregularities is directly linked to the collection of the maximum 
amount of data and information possible. As Zuboff points out “Google is ‘formally indifferent’ to 
what its users say or do, as long as they say it and do it in ways that Google can capture and convert
into data” (2015, 79). Or, as the industry says, “the more data the system gets, the better the 
decisions it will make”. Thus, it looks relevant to us not only understanding the practical and 
immediate usefulness of informational surveillance devices for users in the Global South context 
but also how the extraction and analysis of information happens. It is processing information to 
predict, produce and/or avoid irregularities that surveillance capitalism seems to operate. At the 
same time, it is useful to understand how Global South populations can find in surveillance 
capitalism strategies for survival or improvement of their way of living, being that improvement 
illusory or not, short or long term. Those are populations that historically had their labour exploited 
and daily have to deal with many forms of social insecurity. That should be taken into account in 
any analysis.


