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The Rise of Data as a Political and

Ethical Force

In the datafied world we inhabit, information has emerged
as the foundation layer for governance, economic activity,
healthcare, education and a lot more. With the proliferation
of sensors, algorithms, and connected devices, the capaci-
ty to collect, process, and apply data at scale has increased
dramatically. This shift has triggered profound ethical de-
bates about surveillance, bias and manipulation, igniting
fears that too much power is being ceded to data itself.

This discussion centres around the assertion that such
concerns, while valid, often misplace the locus of ethical
responsibility. Data is not inherently good or bad and can
be considered to be a neutral resource. Its ethical valence
emerges from how it is collected, structured, and applied,
specifically by whom, under what conditions and to what
ends. This position is explored by examining global exam-
ples where data has either empowered societies or been
used to reinforce inequality and control, as well as inter-
rogating the conditions under which its neutrality is com-
promised. A “devil's advocate” lens is adopted to explore
the limits of data neutrality: Can any dataset be truly ob-
jective? Can infrastructure built on inherently biased so-
cial systems ever be considered neutral in impact? These
questions are evaluated through multiple lenses, including
algorithmic design, data governance, power asymmetries,
and public accountability.

To transition from theoretical framing to applied contexts,
this section presents a series of international case exam-
ples illustrating how data systems can both serve the pub-
lic good and reinforce systemic control. The discussion in-
cludes examples of successful public-good-oriented data
systems, including Turkiye's e-government platform, and
calls for data ethics frameworks rooted in transparency,
human rights and inclusivity. The paper ultimately argues
that data must be governed, and not feared, for it to effec-
tively serve the public good.

The Emergence of Data as
Political and Ethical Power

Data metrics and scores appear to shape eligibility, risk
and reputation in today’s world. As this dynamic deepens,
it invites questions such as whether the danger is rooted
in data’s sheer volume or its unaccountable deployment.
The past two decades have witnessed a phenomenal
transformation in how societies produce, consume, and

rely on information. It is not merely a byproduct of internet
activity but has become central to how governments gov-
ern, markets function, and people live. Information is the
oil of the 21st century, the lifeblood of the digital economy
and a mirror of our collective behaviour. However, this in-
creasing power has raised an existential question. Are we
witnessing the beginning of an era in which algorithmic
determination, predictive analysis, and behavioural nudg-
ing quietly but compellingly drive outcomes in disparate
realms such as criminal justice and marketing?

It then becomes pertinent to ask: What sort of “rule” does
data ever have? Agency vested in the data itself or in the
actors who handle it? These are not theoretical questions.
They are political, economic, and profoundly ethical.
Drawing on Michel Foucault's notion of power/knowledge,
we can understand data not as a neutral input but as a
medium through which power circulates (Foucault, 1980).
In this view, data production and interpretation are never
outside the sphere of governance, for they shape and are
shaped by institutional agendas. Nancy Fraser's theory of
“participatory parity” (Fraser, 2003, p.7) similarly offers a
lens to critique data systems that claim neutrality but re-
produce structural exclusions, particularly when access
to data governance is restricted to elite or technocratic
actors.

This analysis argues that data does not govern in any inde-
pendent capacity. It is an amoral instrument, a tool offering
much potential but no internal motive or moral compass.
Data ethics come strictly from its utilisation and setting. A
geospatial coordinate database can be applied to provide
assistance in the case of a natural disaster or apply drone
surveillance on a political activist. The data set remains
unchanged; the morality is in the application. Neverthe-
less, neutrality is a tenuous and contested status. Even if
raw data is neutral, its interpretation, collection, and use
are always mediated by human judgment and institutional
incentives. In this regard, neutrality should be considered
a default, one that will need to be maintained through dili-
gent stewardship rather than assumed.
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The Devil's Advocate: Is True
Neutrality Even Possible?

What is meant by the statement “data is neutral? To say
data is neutral is to say it has no moral valence of its own.
This view disconnects data as input, a collection of facts,
signals, or observations, from decisions or actions taken
based on the input. It is a rule long taken for granted in in-
formation science and theory: that a fact by itself is neither
immoral nor moral. Consider rainfall data collected over a
decade. Governments may use these to design flood de-
fences or by agricultural firms to design planting cycles.
Their collection is not in itself biased toward one actor or
another. It is their interpretation and use ie. what models
they inform and what decisions they ratify, that introduce
moral deliberations. This neutrality is analytically helpful.
It has the effect of depersonalising information and di-
recting critical scrutiny where it belongs: power relations,
intention, and responsibility. It also works against alarmist
discourses that view information as inherently intrusive or
threatening.

However, critics quickly counter that data is never collect-
ed in a void. Choices about what to measure, how to cate-
gorise it, and what not to include are more likely than not
to be socially, politically or economically driven. Even the
idea of “raw data” is a myth: all data is cooked by the pro-
cesses that create and present it (Gitelman & Jackson, 2013,
p.2), which leads to a paradox. Data may appear neutral,
but its use is shaped by context, requiring strong institu-
tions to construct and enforce genuine neutrality through
representation, regulation and public accountability.

Even if we allow for the theoretical neutrality of data, can it
ever be neutral in practice? Playing the devil's advocate, not

to disprove neutrality outright but to challenge its practical
robustness can be enlightening in this case. To begin with,
data is always construed by and for the collector’s purpose.
Variable definitions, choices, and sources are value-laden.
Consider crime statistics. What constitutes a crime? Which
neighbourhoods are more intensively patrolled? These de-
limit the dataset and, thereby, the algorithms trained upon
it. Secondly, asymmetries of power shape data infrastruc-
ture (Milan & Treré, 2024). Billions-strong platforms have
enormous power over what kinds of data are gathered
and how they are leveraged. A nominally value-neutral
dataset of user behaviour is translated into manipulative
recommendation algorithms, ad targeting, or surveillance
systems without users’ knowledge or consent. Third, epis-
temic injustice is normally a result of groups being system-
atically excluded or misrepresented in data. Indigenous
people, for example, regularly fall between the gaps of
census and health data gathering. Their lack of visibility in
data may lead them to be excluded from policy or resource
distribution.

Therefore, neutrality is a norm, not an empirical fact. It's
worth delineating an ethical ideal: that information should
not be the preserve of the powerful, that it should be lis-
tened to with attention, and that its applications should be
queried. Thus, defenders and advocates of data neutrality
must be cautious, for neutrality is not a defence against
criticism. It is an ethical obligation to protect the boundary
between tool and weapon, of which data can be both.
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When Data Empowers and Harms

For all its dangers, data, when properly governed, can sig-
nificantly impact human experiences globally. Examples
abound worldwide. The first is Estonia’s system of e-gov-
ernance, which enables individuals to vote, view medi-
cal records, and digitally sign documents but still retain
ownership of the data (Republic of Estonia e-Governance
Academy, 2023). The access to one's personal data is mon-
itored and viewable by the citizen, thus providing an open
loop of accountability. Another example is Turkiye's e-Dev-
let portal, which has simplified access to hundreds of state
services, ranging from health coverage to report cards, for
all citizens and residents (Republic of Turkiye Digital Trans-
formation Office, n.d.; AFAD, nd.). Coupled with the seis-
mic data systems that AFAD maintains, Turkiye leveraged
data to cut red tape and respond more efficiently to earth-
quakes. These examples illustrate how data infrastructures
when grounded in public interest regimes, can establish
trust, lower costs, and save lives. Across the Global South,
from Nairobi to Bogota, cities are developing open data
portals on transport, waste, and crime, which are enabling
civic tech start-ups to enhance the governance of cities. It
has become abundantly clear that data, if made available,
anonymised, and properly structured, is a public good.

Nevertheless, information can become perilous in the ab-
sence of strong governance because its application lacks
accountability. A well-known example is the Cambridge
Analytica debacle. In 2018, it was discovered that politi-
cal consulting firm Cambridge Analytica had harvested
millions of Facebook users’ personal data without their
consent. This data was used to disseminate microtargeted
political ads, possibly swaying the 2016 American pres-
idential election (Rosenberg, Confessore & Cadwalladr,
2018). In this instance, data was used to exploit psycho-
logical vulnerabilities, not through fabricated data, but
through the illegal use of real data, to the alleged detriment
of democracy.

Another example is China’s social credit and surveillance
system, which pulls data from banks, public records, and
social media to give citizens a score (Botsman, 2017). A low
score can result in limits on employment, travel, or even
attendance at school. The facts are accurate, but the moral
question is a centralised punitive application with mini-
mal provision for appeal. An example of a more systemic
misuse of data is predictive policing in the United States,
which has been guided historically by biased data and has
led to the over-policing of communities of colour (Benbou-
zid, 2019). Facial recognition technology has inaccurately
identified Black people at a disproportionately higher rate,

leading to wrongful arrests (Johnson & Johnson, 2023).

However, the deadliest example of data misuse is that of
the Israeli military reportedly employing an artificial in-
telligence (AI) system known as “Where's Daddy?” during
its operations in Gaza. This system is set up to track the
movements of individuals who have been singled out as
targets and, more particularly, to determine when targets
are present in family households (Abraham, 2024). Strikes
are timed to take place when targets are in their residenc-
es, which has the effect of resulting in civilian casualties,
including the deaths of household members. It works in
conjunction with another Al program, “Lavender” which
sweeps through data from drone footage, intercepted
phone calls, and geolocation devices. In Gaza alone, “Lav-
ender” was said to have monitored more than 37000 peo-
ple. As of 16 April 2025, more than 51,000 Palestinians have
been reported killed, according to Al Jazeera (Pietromarchi
etal., 2025).

All the above examples of data misuse demonstrate both
the potential and peril of data systems and prove that data
neutrality can be masked by systemic bias. These are not
flaws in the data itself but rather failures of transparency
and, at times, a lack of capacity or willingness to question
and challenge how datais used. Thus, it can be said that the
answer to data neutrality is strong governance informed by
efficacious policy. Europe’s General Data Protection Regu-
lation (GDPR) is considered to be the gold standard when
it comes to how data can be used to enhance institutional
accountability and, consequently, public acceptance of
the extensive use of data in everyday life (European Data
Protection Supervisor, n.d.). Many countries’ national data
policies have been modelled on that, including that of Tur-
kiye. Another way to achieve effective governance is to
ensure that organisations implementing auditing tools for
both data and models are operating fairly across all pop-
ulation groups and that anyone can interpret and contest
the resulting outcomes, particularly when it comes to hir-
ing, lending, access to services, et cetera. There should be
government bodies that overlook these institutional and
organisational audits to provide fair compensation, as well
as ensure model recalibration if any data-related harm is
found to have been inflicted, and, ideally, regular audits for
these government bodies as well.

With that said, Shoshana Zuboff's “Surveillance Capitalism”
(Zuboff, 2019, p. 14) comes to mind recontextualising the
neutrality of data as a fictional theory maintained by the
opacity of proprietary algorithms and extraction-driven

72



e Neutral but Not Innocent:
centre | Data, Power and the Public Good

business models that may benefit the state itself. She ar-
gues that user behaviour on social media is inherently
autonomous and only becomes commodified through the
retroactive appropriation and monetisation of personal
data by platform companies. Related to this is “Platform
Capitalism” (Srnicek, 2017), which captures how digital
infrastructure has become a vehicle for data-driven prof-
it extraction (Srnicek, 2017). Srnicek argues that platform
capitalism is “a new way of accumulating capital” (Srnicek,
2017, p. 36) based upon a “massive new raw material to ap-
propriate: data” (p. 88). Both Zuboff and Srnicek describe
how behavioural data is monetised by turning users into
sources of predictive products for state actors as well, sim-
ilar to advertisers.

Given that, it is highly likely that states are not willing to
police themselves or hold themselves accountable if they
are the ones benefiting from misusing data to achieve
particular objectives. Security is often considered a valid

enough reason to misuse data to suppress human rights.
Across jurisdictions, governments deploy the language of
safety to justify mass surveillance, predictive policing, bio-
metric tracking, and algorithmic border control (European
Parliament, 2024). This securitisation of data governance
creates a permissive environment where rights are subor-
dinated to risk, especially the risks defined by the state.

As Foucault stated, modern power often functions not
through overt coercion but through the normalisation of
surveillance as care. When surveillance is framed as pro-
tection, especially in the name of national security, it be-
comes culturally palatable and, at times, even desirable.
Nevertheless, beneath this veneer lies a disciplinary re-
gime that renders entire populations visible, sortable as
well as governable, often without their consent. Then, data
neutrality becomes a rhetorical tool rather than a technical
reality as decisions about whom to watch, what to flag and
how to intervene are very political in nature.

To Whom Does Data Belong?

Data ownership, i.e. who owns the data, consequently, be-
comes critically important (Ruppert, Isin & Bigo, 2017). User
activity transforms into proprietary information, which is
exploited by technological behemoths such as Meta, Ama-
zon, and Google for profit. Fundamental concerns, such as
the following, are raised:

M If people create information through their actions,
should they not own it?

If people generate data through their actions, they
should arguably have ownership over it. Yet, current
systems favour platforms and governments that collect
and monetise this data. Every action people perform
on the internet, such as clicks, searches, and postings,
creates data that drives the digital economy. Platform
dominance, unclear or exploitative terms of service,
and legal loopholes lead to users not having any say in
their own data.

M If people create information through their actions,
shouldn't they gain from its value?

Tech giants such as Meta and Google profit from us-
er-generated data by offering targeted advertisements
and enhancing their services, raking in colossal rev-
enues in the process. However, most users, the actual
people creating this data, do not earn anything tangi-
ble. In terms of fairness and consent, this is clearly an
ethical issue.

M should information on public activity (for example,
city movement) be stored in unidentified foreign-con-
trolled cloud systems?

It is risky to store public activity information, like city
movement patterns, in cloud systems operated by foreign-
ers. This type of data may contain sensitive details regard-
ing national assets or private citizen information. Once
stored in foreign jurisdictions, the information is under the
control of foreign laws and possible eavesdropping, which
undermines national sovereignty and privacy. In addition,
using foreign cloud services may result in weaknesses
such as unauthorised access and data breaches.

The Global South is increasingly taking an interest in data
sovereignty to keep data that is created on their territory in
national hands. At the same time, the EU’s GAIA-X project
proposed a federated, European-owned cloud infrastruc-
ture to lower dependence on American technology plat-
forms (van der Schaaf, Hertweck & MoBgraber, 2022). In
the meantime, academics suggest data trusts, i.e. organi-
sations that possess and control data on behalf of a speci-
fied group, subject to fiduciary obligations, can be created.
These forms can redistribute control in favour of citizens,
putting data used in alignment with community interests
instead of corporate gain. Short of a change in ownership,
neutrality is difficult to attain since unaccountable author-
ities can weaponise information in ways that are invisible
and irreversible.
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Towards a Digital Social Contract:
When Data Rules, What Rules Data?

These evolving models of data governance, from national
sovereignty to fiduciary trusts, reflect a growing realisation
about data being a political asset alongside a technical
one. As both individuals and communities demand greater
agency over how their data is used, a foundation of shared
ethical values surrounding data is needed. This brings
about a deeper question: if data now mediates everything
from pandemic control to college admissions, then what
rules should govern its rule? In response, the case emerg-
es for a new digital social contract. Such a contract would
establish what rights people have over their data, what re-
sponsibilities institutions have in its utilisation, and, impor-
tantly, which public purposes justify exceptional use. Basic
principles could be:

Data Dignity: Every human being should have the right to
decide how information about them is used. It is based on
the belief that personal data is a part of one’s identity and
that one needs to have control over its collection, usage as
well as dissemination. Current practices where companies
are looking to farm user data without consent or payment
are considered to be ethical issues that need resolution.

Collective Governance: Collective high-stakes applications
of data (for example, in welfare and policing) need to be
co-governed by impacted communities and the public sec-
tor. This makes data-informed choices transparent, inclu-
sive and responsive to community values and needs. It pro-
motes participatory decision-making processes, making
decisions less vulnerable to bias and systemic injustices.

Mutual Value: It is considered ethical practice to return val-
ue to communities from which information has been gath-
ered, whether that is more access to governance or deci-
sion-making, actual monetary benefit, or any other benefit.
This would ensure higher trust in a mutually beneficial re-
lationship, as well as continued or expanded data sharing
in the form of volunteering for data-sharing initiatives.

This stance neither fetishises nor fears information. It con-
siders information infrastructure potent, necessary, and in
need of constant democratic control. Just as physical infra-
structures such as utilities and roads form the foundation
for societal operation, digital information systems are the
underlying frameworks of contemporary life. They inform
healthcare, educational, governmental, and commercial
decisions. Conceptualising information as infrastructure
clarifies its role as a public good that must be controlled,
tended and open to all. The implementation of the above
key principles turns data from a commodity for exploita-
tion into a resource governed for the common good. Need-
less to say, this paradigm shift necessitates continuous
democratic stewardship, in which practices and policies
are forged through accountability and public engage-
ment. By framing and addressing data as infrastructure, its
inherent value to society can be recognised and managed
in a way that upholds democratic ideals and serves the in-
terests of all.

(Abdullah Guglii - Anadolu Agency)
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Blockchain as a Potential Foundation
for a Democratic Data Infrastructure

Given that data is becoming the infrastructure of opera-
tions across societies, from education to public health pro-
grams, blockchain technology potentially offers a viable
mechanism to underpin such an infrastructure, augment-
ing the above-mentioned principles forming the basis of a
digital social contract: data dignity, collective governance,
and mutual value (Esposito & Araral, 2025).

Firstly, due to the decentralised nature of blockchain tech-
nology, individuals own their own data. Moreover, smart
contracts can enable a predefinition of conditions that can
allow access and utilisation of said data, where consent is
not just expressed but is highly enforceable, which is very
much in line with the concept of data dignity. Secondly, in
terms of collective governance, the immutable nature of
blockchain technology ensures that all data transactions
are transparent and non-tamperable. This is critical when
it comes to governance structures of all kinds, but espe-
cially in the context of data infrastructure. For example,
all users need to know how data is being used by a public
institution such as the police for increased accountability

Conclusion

Instead of asking whether data is good or bad, it is more
important to ask who has the power to collect, access, and
act on data. Equitable data governance means foreground-
ing human rights, ensuring transparency in algorithmic
systems, and developing participatory mechanisms that
reflect diverse publics. While data itself can be considered
neutral, maintaining this neutrality requires concerted ef-
fort. Neutrality must be designed into systems, safeguard-
ed by laws, and underpinned by transparency and ac-
countability for all stakeholders. Without this, data systems
risk deepening digital authoritarianism and technocratic
exclusion.

In this context, blockchain technology potentially emerg-
es as a promising tool to develop democratic data infra-
structures, featuring decentralisation, immutability, and
the ability to create mutual value. All stakeholders’ goal
should be to make data work for society, not the other way
around. By embedding principles of fairness, transparen-

and acceptability, as audit trails create trust. Another use
of blockchain technology for collective governance is De-
centralised Autonomous Organisations (DAOs), which fa-
cilitate decentralised decision-making by requiring stake-
holders to be directly involved in governance so that data
systems are governed democratically (Tapscott & Tap-
scott, 2016; Allen & Berg, 2020).

Finally, when it comes to the creation of mutual value,
blockchain technology is able to support data systems
where data contributors can benefit directly from the val-
ue they create. An example of this is Farcaster, which is a
decentralised social media protocol emphasising user pri-
vacy, autonomy and censorship resistance. It also allows its
users to receive compensation for content as well as inter-
actions, creating an ecosystem of mutual value generation
(Coinbase, n.d.). All three features of blockchain technolo-
gy (including being decentralised, immutable and focused
on mutual value creation) can reorient data practices to-
ward democratic values in a way that makes information
serve the public good and not merely corporate interests.

cy, and collective benefit into our digital frameworks and
then leveraging technologies like blockchain to support
these principles, a more equitable and just digital society
and world can be built.
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