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Abstract: 

In the 21st century, the classical social contract rooted in Enlightenment thought and foundational 

to modern political theory presupposes that the state holds ultimate authority over public life, with citizens 

consenting to state power in exchange for protection, order, and justice. However, the rapid rise of digital 

technologies and the centralization of personal data by powerful private corporations have disrupted this 

foundational balance. Companies such as Google, Meta, Amazon, and others now possess unprecedented 

volumes of individual and collective data, rivaling or exceeding state-held repositories in scope and 

influence. 

This paper examines whether the traditional social contract remains fit for purpose in the digital 

age. It explores historical understandings of the contract, identifies key challenges posed by private data 

power, and argues that the balance between citizens, state, and corporations requires fundamental 

rethinking. By analyzing legal frameworks, governance models, and emerging regulatory responses 

globally, the paper concludes with recommendations to redesign the social contract to align with digital 

realities. 

 

Introduction: 

The “social contract” is a philosophical 

construct describing the implicit agreement 

between individuals and the political authority 

that governs them. Originating in the works of 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, the concept suggests that citizens 

surrender certain freedoms to the state in return 

for security and social order. Historically, this 

framework positioned the state as the primary 

guardian of citizens’ rights and the main steward 

of collective data and power. 

However, with digital platforms now 

deeply embedded in daily life, private companies 

collect, store, and process vast amounts of 

personal data. They influence political discourse, 

economic behaviour, and social interaction. These 

developments raise urgent questions: If non-state 

entities control information flows and data that 

shape citizens’ lives, does the old social contract 

still function? Or do we require a new conceptual 

framework that accounts for the power of private 

digital actors? 

This research paper assesses these 

questions by reviewing relevant literature, 

analyzing contemporary digital governance 

challenges, and proposing pathways for reform. 

 

The Traditional Social Contract: Theoretical 

Foundations: 

The social contract has roots in early 

modern political thought: 

1. Thomas Hobbes: 

Hobbes envisioned a pre-political “state 

of nature” marked by insecurity and conflict. To 

escape this chaos, individuals cede their rights to 
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a sovereign with the authority to enforce order. 

For Hobbes, the contract was foundational to 

legitimizing centralized power. 

2. John Locke: 

Locke offered a more liberal variant. In 

his view, individuals in the state of nature possess 

natural rights, life, liberty, and property which 

they protect through the establishment of 

government. The state’s legitimacy arises from 

consent and its role in safeguarding those rights. 

3. Jean-Jacques Rousseau: 

Rousseau emphasized collective will. In 

his theory, the social contract unites individuals 

into a moral community guided by the “general 

will.” Citizens surrender particular interests for 

greater collective autonomy. 

Across these interpretations, the state 

remains central: it holds legitimate authority, 

protects citizens’ rights, and manages collective 

life. The underlying assumption is that the state is 

the primary locus of power and responsibility. 

 

The Emergence of Digital Data Power: 

1. Digital Platforms as Data Collectors: 

Since the 2000s, companies like Google, 

Facebook (now Meta), Amazon, and others have 

built platforms that millions use daily. These 

platforms collect detailed user data search 

histories, communication records, location 

information, social interactions, and consumption 

patterns. Unlike state-held data (e.g., tax records, 

census data), which is limited and regulated, 

private data accumulates through everyday digital 

usage. 

2. Scale and Scope of Private Data: 

The scale and scope of private data 

collected in the digital ecosystem are 

unprecedented, both in quantity and granularity. 

Contemporary data practices extend far beyond 

basic demographic information to include detailed 

behavioral data such as users’ interests, 

preferences, and browsing sequences, enabling 

continuous tracking of online activities. In 

addition, social network data map complex 

patterns of interaction among millions of users, 

revealing relationships, influence networks, and 

communication flows at a large scale. Building on 

these datasets, advanced algorithms generate 

predictive profiles that infer likely future 

behaviours, consumption patterns, and decision-

making tendencies. Together, these forms of data 

collection illustrate how private data is not only 

extensive in volume but also deeply analytical in 

nature, raising critical questions about 

surveillance, autonomy, and data governance. 

This data is used to target advertising, 

shape content feeds, and optimize services. 

Increasingly, it informs political messaging and 

influences public opinion. In some cases, private 

datasets are larger and more detailed than 

government repositories. 

3. Platform Influence on Public Life: 

Digital platforms are no longer mere 

tools; they are spaces where social, political, and 

economic life unfolds. Elections are contested 

online. News consumption is algorithmically 

mediated. Public discourse is shaped by visibility, 

engagement metrics, and virality algorithms. This 

influence, wielded by private companies, 

challenges the assumption that the state is the 

dominant organizer of collective life. 

 

Challenges to the Traditional Social Contract: 

The rise of data-driven private power 

poses significant challenges to the traditional 

social contract by reshaping relationships between 

citizens, the state, and centres of authority. Unlike 

states, which are theoretically accountable to 

citizens through democratic institutions and legal 

frameworks, private technology companies are 

primarily accountable to shareholders and market 

incentives rather than to the public at large. This 

shift raises fundamental questions about 

accountability and legitimacy in the digital age. It 
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becomes unclear who governs platform 

behaviour, to whom these companies are 

answerable for social, economic, or political 

harms, and whether citizens can meaningfully 

exercise consent when data practices are 

embedded within complex and opaque terms of 

service. As private platforms increasingly 

perform functions that affect public life, these 

accountability gaps challenge established notions 

of democratic oversight and the legitimacy of 

power beyond the state. 

1. Privacy and Consent: 

The traditional social contract presumes 

that citizens consent to state authority through a 

collective political process. However, digital 

consent is often individualistic, informed by 

complex user agreements rarely read or 

understood. Citizens have limited choice when 

essential services (search, communication, social 

networking) are owned by private entities. 

2. Data Sovereignty: 

Data is a form of power. When private 

companies hold massive datasets, they can 

influence markets, shape preferences, and build 

predictive models that rival state intelligence. 

This undermines state capacity to act as the sole 

steward of citizens’ welfare and security. 

3. Regulation and Enforcement: 

States attempt to regulate private tech 

firms through privacy laws (e.g., GDPR in the 

EU), antitrust actions, and content moderation 

policies. However, jurisdictional differences and 

the global nature of digital platforms complicate 

enforcement. Private governance mechanisms 

(platform policies, AI moderation systems) fill 

gaps, leading to inconsistent protections. 

 

Europe’s GDPR: 

The European Union’s General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR) represents a 

landmark regulatory response to the growing 

power of private actors in the domain of data 

governance. By granting individuals enforceable 

rights over their personal data, mandating 

transparency in data collection and processing, 

and imposing substantial penalties for misuse, the 

GDPR seeks to rebalance power between citizens, 

states, and corporations. Importantly, it reframes 

the individual as a data subject endowed with 

legal protections, thereby extending the logic of 

the social contract to encompass private entities 

under the authority of state enforcement. In doing 

so, the GDPR reasserts state authority in the 

digital sphere, recognizes that private actors must 

conform to publicly defined norms of privacy and 

accountability, and offers a regulatory model in 

which the social contract is expanded to include 

clear corporate responsibilities toward citizens. 

 

Meta and Political Advertising: 

Meta’s platforms, particularly Facebook 

and Instagram, have played a central role in 

contemporary debates surrounding political 

advertising in the digital age. During electoral 

periods, the use of targeted political 

advertisements based on detailed personal data 

enables highly customized messaging that can 

shape voter perceptions and potentially influence 

electoral behavior. In response, regulatory 

approaches vary across jurisdictions, with some 

mandating disclosure and transparency 

requirements for political advertisements, while 

others move toward restricting or banning micro-

targeted political messaging altogether. These 

developments raise critical questions about 

governance and democratic integrity, including 

whether the regulation of political content should 

rest with sovereign states or be delegated to 

private platforms, and whether meaningful 

democratic deliberation can be safeguarded in an 

environment increasingly characterized by 

personalized and data-driven political persuasion. 
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Google and Search Algorithms: 

Google’s search engine shapes 

information accessibility and prioritization. By 

determining which sources users see first, search 

algorithms influence public knowledge. While the 

state regulates speech in principle, algorithmic 

curation by private firms can have a de-facto 

regulatory effect. 

These case studies illustrate how digital firms 

exercise power traditionally associated with the 

state, challenging the boundaries of the social 

contract. 

 

Rethinking the Social Contract for the Digital 

Age: 

In response to the transformative effects 

of data-driven governance, scholars and 

policymakers increasingly argue for a 

reconceptualization of the social contract suited to 

the digital age. Rather than understanding the 

social contract as a binary relationship between 

the citizen and the state, a tripartite model is 

proposed that formally incorporates private digital 

entities as a third actor alongside citizens and 

states. Within this expanded framework, rights 

and responsibilities are distributed across all three 

participants: citizens retain meaningful rights over 

their personal data, including control and consent; 

states assume the role of enforcing legal norms 

and safeguarding the public interest in digital 

spaces; and corporations are obligated to adhere 

to principles of fair data use, transparency, and 

accountability. This model reflects the reality that 

private digital platforms now exercise quasi-

public power and therefore must be integrated 

into the normative structure that underpins 

democratic governance and social legitimacy. 

1. Data as a Public Good: 

A growing body of scholarship advocates 

for conceptualizing personal data as a public good 

rather than as the exclusive property of 

individuals or private corporations. This 

perspective emphasizes collective governance of 

data infrastructures, enhanced public oversight of 

data practices, and democratic decision-making 

regarding the permissible uses of data. By shifting 

the focus from individual ownership and market 

exchange to shared stewardship, this reframing 

directly challenges the commodification of 

personal data and seeks to reassert collective 

control over resources that increasingly shape 

social, economic, and political life. 

2. Algorithmic Transparency and 

Accountability: 

Ensuring algorithmic transparency and 

accountability is central to preserving democratic 

legitimacy in the digital age. Scholars and 

policymakers argue that digital platforms should 

disclose key algorithmic parameters that 

significantly influence public discourse, 

information visibility, and political 

communication. In addition, independent audits 

are necessary to assess the effects of algorithmic 

systems on elections, political polarization, and 

broader public welfare. Complementing these 

measures, states are urged to standardize 

reporting and disclosure requirements to enable 

consistent oversight. Together, these mechanisms 

aim to align private data and algorithmic practices 

with principles of public accountability and 

democratic governance. 

3. Digital Rights Charters: 

In response to the growing influence of 

digital technologies on everyday life, several 

nations and international organizations have 

proposed digital rights charters aimed at formally 

codifying protections for individuals in the digital 

sphere. These charters typically enshrine core 

principles such as the right to privacy, freedom 

from algorithmic discrimination, the right to 

explanation for automated and data-driven 

decisions, and rights related to data access and 

portability. By extending classical civil liberties 

into the digital domain, digital rights charters seek 
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to adapt foundational democratic norms to 

contemporary technological realities and 

strengthen the relevance and applicability of the 

social contract in an increasingly data-driven 

society. 

 

Implications for Democratic Governance: 

The redistribution of power driven by 

data-centric technologies carries far-reaching 

implications for democratic governance. One 

major concern is the erosion of the public sphere, 

as private digital platforms increasingly mediate 

political communication and public discourse. 

Democracies rely on shared information spaces to 

sustain informed deliberation, yet algorithmically 

curated content and echo chambers fragment 

these spaces, weakening collective debate and 

mutual understanding. At the same time, 

significant power asymmetries emerge as large 

digital corporations accumulate economic and 

political influence that, in some respects, rivals 

that of states. Through platform design choices 

and sophisticated data analytics, these actors 

exercise new forms of soft power capable of 

subtly shaping individual and collective behavior. 

These dynamics also affect citizen trust and 

institutional legitimacy. When governments are 

perceived as unable or unwilling to regulate 

technological power or safeguard privacy, public 

confidence in state institutions may erode. 

Conversely, poorly regulated platforms foster 

skepticism, uncertainty, and anxiety among 

citizens. Addressing these intertwined challenges 

requires regulatory innovation, strengthened 

democratic oversight, and active public 

engagement to ensure that democratic legitimacy 

is preserved in the digital age. 

 

Global Governance Challenges: 

The global operation of digital platforms 

poses significant challenges for governance, as 

their transnational reach contrasts sharply with 

the predominantly national scope of existing legal 

and regulatory frameworks. This mismatch 

creates complex regulatory dilemmas, particularly 

as cross-border data flows strain traditional 

notions of state sovereignty, divergent national 

standards lead to regulatory fragmentation, and 

corporate actors strategically exploit jurisdictional 

loopholes through regulatory arbitrage. In 

response, international cooperation has become 

increasingly necessary to address the 

supranational nature of data power. Emerging 

efforts such as transatlantic dialogues on data 

protection, the OECD’s principles on artificial 

intelligence, and ongoing United Nations 

discussions on digital rights reflect attempts to 

harmonize norms and coordinate regulatory 

approaches. These initiatives suggest that a global 

social contract for the digital age may be 

required—one capable of extending principles of 

accountability, rights, and legitimacy beyond 

national boundaries to effectively govern global 

digital platforms. 

 

Policy Recommendations: 

To adapt the social contract to 

contemporary digital realities, policymakers must 

pursue a comprehensive set of reforms aimed at 

rebalancing power among citizens, states, and 

private actors. First, establishing clear and 

enforceable data rights is essential, including 

well-defined norms of consent and individual 

rights to access, correct, delete, and transfer 

personal data. Second, regulatory institutions 

should be strengthened through the creation or 

empowerment of independent data protection 

authorities with robust enforcement capabilities, 

alongside specialized algorithmic oversight 

bodies tasked with ensuring fairness, 

transparency, and accountability in automated 

systems. Third, corporate accountability must be 

mandated by requiring compulsory impact 

assessments for practices such as political 
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advertising and by imposing regular reporting 

obligations on content moderation policies and 

recommendation algorithms. In parallel, 

promoting digital literacy is crucial; public 

education initiatives should equip citizens with an 

understanding of privacy, consent, and 

algorithmic influence, enabling more informed 

participation in digital spaces. Finally, fostering 

public–private governance mechanisms through 

multi-stakeholder forums and shared ethical 

standards for data practices can encourage 

cooperative regulation. Collectively, these 

measures offer a pathway to recalibrate the social 

contract and sustain democratic legitimacy in the 

digital age. 

 

Critiques and Counterarguments: 

Critiques of regulatory interventions in 

the digital sphere often emphasize the self-

correcting capacity of market mechanisms, 

arguing that competition can naturally constrain 

corporate power, that innovation flourishes best 

under conditions of minimal regulation, and that 

citizens willingly exchange personal data for 

convenience and access to digital services. While 

these claims contain elements of truth, they tend 

to underestimate the structural risks inherent in 

digital ecosystems. Digital markets are frequently 

characterized by strong network effects that 

entrench monopolistic or oligopolistic power, 

limiting meaningful competition. Moreover, 

unregulated innovation can generate significant 

social harms, including privacy violations, the 

spread of misinformation, and the erosion of 

democratic norms. The notion of individual 

consent is also problematic, as data agreements 

are often complex, opaque, and shaped by design 

features that constrain genuine choice. 

Consequently, recalibrating the social contract in 

the digital age should not be viewed as regulatory 

overreach but as a democratic necessity to protect 

public interests and uphold legitimacy in an 

increasingly data-driven society. 

 

Conclusion: 

The traditional social contract, conceived 

as an agreement between citizens and the state, 

emerged in a historical context in which data, 

authority, and coercive power were largely 

concentrated within state institutions. The digital 

revolution has fundamentally altered this 

configuration, as private technology companies 

now accumulate vast quantities of data and 

exercise forms of influence that rival, and in some 

cases surpass, those of the state. Under these 

conditions, the classical social contract proves 

insufficient for regulating contemporary political 

and social life. A reimagined social contract must 

therefore expand its scope to explicitly 

incorporate private digital entities, strengthen 

citizen rights within the digital sphere, and uphold 

principles of democratic legitimacy and 

accountability. While the state remains a central 

actor, its role must be redefined through robust 

regulatory frameworks capable of governing 

corporate data power and protecting citizens’ 

interests. Failure to adapt the social contract to 

digital realities risks transferring core aspects of 

autonomy, privacy, and governance to actors that 

operate beyond democratic accountability. This 

challenge extends beyond theoretical debate and 

represents a fundamental concern for the 

preservation of democratic values in the digital 

age. 
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