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Professor Dan Schiller: Big Data may increase power disparity 
By WANG JIANFENG 

At the end of October last year, 
Dan Schiller, professor emeritus 
of Library and Information Sci-
ence and Communication at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, was invited to China 
to deliver a series of lectures as 
part of Peking University’s Glob-
al Fellowship Program. 

In his lecture “The Geopoli-
tics of Information in the Era of 
Digital Capitalism,” Dan Schiller 
offered a world tour of contem-
porary digital capitalism and re-
viewed the state of international 
competition for the coveted 
sources of profitable growth cre-
ated by digital networks. 

After his lecture, a CSST re-
porter had a dialogue with him 
that shed light on the trends 
in Big Data and exposed the 
dilemma of humankind’s simul-
taneous deficit and surplus of 
information. 

CSST:  How do  you 
evaluate the trend toward 
what is called Big Data? 

Dan Schiller: Big Data refers 
not just to the scale or volume 
and diversity of data that are 
now being created but also to the 
need to make sense of these data 
through data science, through 
network analysis, and through 
other specialized disciplines that 
are trying to grapple with this 
challenge. One problem is that 
this often accords a new prior-
ity to an old emphasis, which is 
empiricist. Anything can be data, 
so let’s just look for patterns. We 
don’t care if they amount to any-
thing meaningful. Let’s just see 
what seems to be related to what. 
There is, however, a deeper is-
sue. An instrumental purpose is 
typically encoded in the accumu-
lation and subsequent analysis 
of Big Data. 

Thus, we have a problem be-
cause we need to know whose 
instrumental purpose it is and 

what goals it serves. If the goal 
of Big Data is to preserve the 
fishing grounds of the people 
who have been fishing in some 
part of the ocean, maybe that is 
ok because maybe it can be used 
beyond that to preserve the fish 
as well as the fishermen. If, how-
ever, the goal of collecting and 
analyzing Big Data is to extract 
profit from any area of human 
interaction, direct or mediated 
by machines, then I am not so 
sure. Actually, I am sure: It is 
wrong. Because then Big Data is 
organized around the instrumen-
tal purpose of profit maximiza-
tion, which is not only exploit-
ative but also often carries what 
economists call externalities. It 
may have all kinds of other ef-
fects beyond the immediate goal 
of profit-making, but nobody 
pays for these—except the rest 
of us. Disease, environmental 
despoliation and inequality are 
primary examples. 

So how do we build the system 
of organizing Big Data if we need 
Big Data? And I am not sure we 
do need Big Data, because much 
of the data collection that is hap-
pening should not be occurring. 
We need a process of what in Eu-
rope and Canada they call data 
protection. I am not sure that is 
the right term, but I am sure that 
we need a policy or a structure of 
decision-making for data collec-
tion, as well as for data analysis. 

And this poses wholly new 
problems of political organiza-
tion. Who should be making the 
policy, and on what grounds? Big 
Data thus poses profound ques-
tions. Because on the one hand, 

it gives new power to the units 
of big capital that are learning 
to exploit it for profit-making, 
while, on the other hand, it takes 
away power from everybody else, 
often without anyone knowing 
what, specifically, is happening. 
So we have a really big problem 
of balance—a power disparity—
and, looking ahead, of a need for 
political creativity. 

The issue is partly about edu-
cation. People know now that 
when they go online, they are 
giving up their data. They know 
that, but they don’t realize that 
when they turn on their wash-
ing machine, or when they open 
their refrigerator, or when they 
take a shower, or when they go 
to bed, they are giving data. We 
need a forum for the discus-
sion and decision-making about 
which data ought to be gener-
ated and collected, by whom and 
for what reasons. Until we have 
that, we don’t have an answer to 
the problem of Big Data. 

CSST: Now that infor-
mation is regarded as a 
commodity, could over-
capacity in the informa-
tion industry take place? 
Do we have too much 
information? 

Dan Schiller: We have too 
much of the wrong informa-
tion and not enough of the right 
information. So there continues 
to be a desperate need for more 
information on the environment, 
more information on workers’ 
safety and occupational disease, 
more information on epidemi-

ology and public health, more 
information on the social condi-
tions of working people and the 
inequalities that prevail across 
society. We don’t have enough 
information on any of these, and 
where we do already possess the 
information, it isn’t widely cir-
culated. There is indeed a huge 
information deficit. 

However, in some contexts, 
there is also too much informa-
tion. There is too much infor-
mation being extracted from 
the everyday interactions that 
people have as they use technol-
ogy that is embedded not just 
in smartphones and tablets and 
computers, but in the Internet of 
Things. So I think the question 
needs to be reframed in terms of 
what information we need and 
what information we get. 

CSST: Who is making 
the wrong information? 

Dan Schiller: It is not easy to 
find succinct answers to your 
question. The dominant insti-
tutions of capitalist society are 
making choices that you would 
expect because they are follow-
ing the logic of profit maximiza-
tion, and the result of their deci-
sions is to produce too much of 
the wrong information and not 
enough of the right information. 
The answer to your question 
must be systemic rather than 
only individual. 

In terms of what can be done 
to correct this, the very first 
thing that needs to be done real-
ly cannot be overstated: Massive 
educational efforts are required 
to help people understand the 
consequences of what is in fact a 
devastatingly problematic politi-
cal economy. We must have a 
huge effort to educate, because 
people don’t have any idea. They 
know that they are sick, but they 
look at and think about it as an 
individual problem, not some-
thing that is caused by the orga-
nization of society. Only through 
education may they learn this. 

But what we need is a sys-
tematic government-directed 
campaign that is not oriented to-
ward the needs of any particular 
business or indeed toward busi-
ness in general but that instead 
places the needs of the people in 
the foreground. I mean the great 
irony, the cruel irony, of digital 
capitalism is that this technology 
could be used for the most posi-
tive purposes. It could be used 
in the most beneficial ways to 
clean up the environment and to 
create a society in which justice 
rather than private profit would 
dominate decision-making—that 
is, to replace the whole system 
of institutions that produces the 
terrible outcomes that we now 
have. So I am not against the 

technology, but I am not for it 
either. The technology in itself 
is not the issue: The technol-
ogy has to be seen in terms of 
the social relations in which it is 
encased. So we must try to pro-
duce a different set of uses and 
pressures and constraints for the 
technology, so that all over the 
world technology is dedicated to 
un-self-interested and genuinely 
human purposes. 

CSST: In your speech, 
you mentioned that the 
American idea of “free 
flow of information” was 
in fact refuted by the 
Economist decades ago. 
However, the idea is still 
advocated by some coun-
tries. What do you think 
of it? 

Dan Schiller: Free flow as a 
concept has great rhetorical ap-
peal: It sounds like an uncom-
plicated ideal, something that is 
simply good for everybody. Actu-
ally, though, the concept is far 
from transparent. Under present 
circumstances, free flow of infor-
mation is not a normative ideal 
but a political platform. The 
policy of free flow of information 
serves the interests of powerful 
US social and political actors, 
as indeed it has since before the 
Second World War, as Herbert 
Schiller showed in an article 
published 40 years ago. Free 
flow is a policy that the US com-
panies and state agencies have 
used to advance their overseas 
expansion. By equating the free 
movement of capital with free-
dom of information, they arm 
themselves with a rationale for 
what they are determined to do 
anyway. In the actually-existing 
world of US transnational capi-
talism, free flow betokens not 
a genuine commitment to hu-
man rights but a self-interested 
slogan used to justify the cur-
rent organization of profit-
making. To attain freedom of 
information for everybody—for 
all societies and, indeed, for all 
individuals—we will need to re-
construct the actually-existing 
political economy. 

Of course, there is still an 
authentic need for freedom of 
information. Universal freedom 
to formulate ideas in public and 
to exchange them with one an-
other is a vital precondition for 
human well-being. How do we 
get from here to there? I don’t 
have a stock answer to that. It is 
one of the foremost challenges 
that we face. Corporations and 
states must not be permitted to 
set terms for us because, in my 
view, until and unless ordinary 
people set the standard, we will 
remain in trouble. But how we 
get to that, I can’t foretell. 
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