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Abstract
The rise of platforms has transformed our understanding of contemporary capitalism, 
with the critical literature describing how these firms leverage unprecedented digital 
powers to extract monopoly rents – perhaps even heralding a new form of Feudalism. 
This paper draws on the literature on financial narratives to examine the role that such 
stories play within the form of capitalism that they describe, and what this suggests 
for the role of “hype” in contemporary capitalism. The same stories that for critical 
scholars appear as menacing threats of “technofeudalism” or “surveillance capitalism” 
for investors appear as optimistic stories of promising future returns. By driving 
financial investments, narratives afford platforms very real social and political powers, 
enabling them to function as a form of self-fulfilling prophecies. The paper argues 
for a cultural inflection to the political economy of Big Tech – viewing capitalism as 
neither mechanistic nor rational, but as an expression of a complex interplay between 
narrative, technology, and economic power. This suggests the need for a critical hype 
studies, geared at deconstructing the narratives undergirding the technological waves of 
capitalist pursuits, and examining the broader role of hype in coordinating and directing 
flows of capital within contemporary financialized capitalism.
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Introduction

Economics, in Boulding’s (1969) famous phrasing, “creates the world it is investigating” 
(p. 3). Recent years have told of a new business model – the platform – upending much 
that we thought we knew about the capitalist firm. A growing set of critical literatures 
have examined the transformation of capitalism brought by this model, under rubrics 
such as “platform capitalism,” “surveillance capitalism,” or “digital capitalism” (Dijck 
et al., 2018; Schiller, 1999; Srnicek, 2017a; Zuboff, 2019). While diverse, these litera-
tures share a common warning of the significant novel powers accrued by platform firms 
through their intermediary roles, which through sophisticated digital technology and the 
accumulation of vast data affords them to unprecedented behavioral modification and 
control. Such “digital powers” or “data powers” (Söderström and Datta, 2024) allow the 
firms to extract monopoly rent from users (Srnicek, 2017a), act as a form of pseudo-
states (Törnberg, 2023), and may even herald the rise of what some scholars have referred 
to as a new form of Feudalism (Mazzucato, 2019).

The critical platform literature has not merely transformed scholarly thinking, but its 
warnings have become part of a broader cultural “tech backlash.” Zuboff’s (2019) book 
“Surveillance Capitalism” was featured on Barack Obama’s annual book list and became 
an international best-seller. In 2020, Netflix produced a documentary called “The Social 
Dilemma,” describing how digital platforms acquire awe-inspiring capacities to control 
our behavior, reaching a viewership of 38M. The Netflix documentary is instructive not 
only for the spread of the notion of platform capitalism, but also to the platforms’ appar-
ent willingness to participate in the distribution of what is ostensibly a fundamental 
indictment of their own business model.

This paper seeks to interrogate the reflexive role that such stories play within platform 
capitalism. Drawing on the literature on the role of narratives in financial capitalism 
(Akerlof and Shiller, 2010; e.g. Froud et al., 2006; Golding, 2003; Shiller, 2017), the 
paper argues that the narratives of platform capitalism serve to inflate the financial valu-
ation of platforms and their assets (Zuckerman, 1999). As scholars have argued, narra-
tives have substantial power to drive financial investments in contemporary capitalism 
– and firms themselves are highly aware of their importance (Froud et al., 2006; Shiller, 
2017). Financial storytelling hence involves the strategic communication with the aim of 
shaping broader market narratives in ways that control investor sentiment and behavior 
(Damodaran, 2017). Within platform capitalism, the idea of the unique powers of plat-
form and their accumulated data are, in other words, part of what makes platforms pow-
erful. For investors, “platform capitalism” and “digital Feudalism” sound less like 
menacing threats to our freedoms and wellbeing, and more like great investment oppor-
tunities. While this is not to suggests that none of the structures, technologies, mecha-
nisms of platform capitalism are rooted in ‘objective reality,’ it does imply an 
underappreciation of the role of narratives, and the extent to which the rise of platforms 
can be understood as an asset price bubble.

This brief paper thus uses the platform economy as a lens to examine the growing role 
of “hype” within contemporary capitalism. The paper draws on the literature on narrative 
finance to add a cultural inflection to the political economy of platforms – and promote 
a view of capitalism that does not cast it as neither mechanistic nor rational, while 
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simultaneously avoiding to reduce it to mere stories. For critical scholars, recognizing 
the role of narratives implies the need to distinguish the real powers of digital technology 
from those that rather describe the financial powers enabled by an asset bubble – if we 
are not to inadvertently contribute to feeding that bubble, and thus to perpetuating the 
system we critique (MacKenzie, 2006).

We will begin by briefly reviewing the critical literature on platforms. We will then 
turn to the literature on narratives in financialized capitalism. Finally, we will view the 
former through the latter, and show how the theorized powers of platforms are contingent 
on the narratives surrounding them.

The narrative of surveillance capitalism

In recent years, digital platforms have transformed a range of sectors, from entertain-
ment to education, from e-commerce to healthcare, and from transportation to finance 
(Srnicek, 2017a). Platforms are an organizational form that is native to the internet, 
which uses digital technology to curate programmable social infrastructures that ena-
ble users to connect, exchange information, buy and sell products, or share resources. 
Platform firms tend to describe themselves as not themselves selling goods or services, 
but as acting as intermediaries or brokers of interactions between buyers and sellers. 
They can thus be understood as a form of proprietary market (Langley and Leyshon, 
2017), as they regulate and organize the exchange of products (Törnberg, 2023). As 
Sadowski (2020) argues, platforms are like the owner of a glorified shopping mall: 
they “invest in property in order to facilitate productive activity” and then “take their 
cut of the value generated” (p.568-569).

Platforms have in recent years become subject to substantial academic literatures 
that theorizes the emergence of this organizational form as an important transforma-
tion of contemporary capitalism (Birch and Cochrane, 2022; Christophers, 2022; 
Fuchs, 2021; Mazzucato, 2019; Pasquale, 2018; Srnicek, 2017a; Törnberg and 
Uitermark, 2025). These literatures have analyzed platformization as a fundamental 
transformation of capitalism – variously labeled “platform capitalism,” “digital capi-
talism,” or “surveillance capitalism” – emphasizing corporate control and privatiza-
tion: “it is corporations that gain access to everyday life and today this exempts almost 
no one in societies dependent on digital infrastructures” (Lyon, 2019: 67).

Platforms are a highly heterogeneous, operating on various interconnected layers 
within a large, interconnected ecosystem (Van Dijck, 2021). While characterized by 
ambiguous sectoral borders, power is concentrated among a handful of large corpora-
tions: Alphabet, Apple, Amazon, Meta, and Microsoft, closely followed by large non-US 
corporations such as Alibaba (Jia and Winseck, 2018). These giant corporations consti-
tute what van Dijck et al. (2018: 12) call the “infrastructural platforms” of the digital 
economy, in contrast to the larger number of smaller “sectoral platforms.”

Central to the rise of platform capitalism is the notion that platforms wield a distinct 
form of power, allowing them to extract monopoly rents (Rahman and Thelen, 2019). 
While the pursuit of monopoly powers through control of markets is a long-standing 
capitalist pursuit (Peck and Phillips, 2020: 75), the monopoly powers that fuel the profits 
of platforms are fundamentally different from those of the classic monopolies of the 19th 
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and 20th century. While old monopoly powers were based on vertical integration and 
direct ownership, platforms are said to draw on horizontally capturing and consolidating 
markets through what Srnicek (2017b) describes as a “rhizomatic form of integration” 
– by structuring the rules and parameters of action that are available to market partici-
pants. The literature highlights how platforms are making use of powers that stem from 
digital technology and data extraction.

“Network effects” is one such novel power, describing how the value of platform is a 
function of the number of participants, which in turn implies that incumbents are inher-
ently strongly favored (McAfee and Brynjolfsson, 2017). As Uber gets more drivers and 
riders, it gets cheaper and easier to find a nearby ride. Similarly, as social media plat-
forms grow in users, they become more fun to use. As a result of such self-reinforcing 
dynamics, it is nearly impossible to create a competitor and unsettle the hegemon, and 
users hence become “locked in” to the dominant platform. The effect is a “feedback loop 
that produces monopolies” (Parker et al., 2016: 6), leading to the idea that mature plat-
form markets are dominated by one or two giants (Peck and Phillips, 2020).

As the platforms achieve widespread use, they furthermore become entrenched as 
part of societal infrastructures, producing dependencies that further locks in individu-
als and institutions. As Rahman and Thelen (2019: 180) observe, “the very idea of the 
‘platform’ reflects an aspiration to be the foundational infrastructure of a sector.” 
Cloud computing platforms like Amazon Web Services, for instance, have become the 
backbone of the digital economy, on which large parts of society depend. Platforms 
engage in strategic use of such infrastructuralization, as means of acquiring economic 
and political leverage (Larkin, 2013) – thus representing a form of infrastructural 
power (Van Dijck et al., 2019).

The mediating position of platforms furthermore gives them access to data flows, and 
enables them to accumulate what has been referred to as “data power” (Söderström and 
Datta, 2024; Zuboff, 2019). The platforms can design the context of social interaction, 
shaping the rules of their proprietary markets, by choosing which options are available to 
users, which information is highlighted, and by “nudging” users through behavioral tech-
niques. As van Dijck et al. (2018: 2) argue, “platforms do not reflect the social: they 
produce the social structures we live in”: platforms intervene and provide the sociotech-
nical environments that define ways of relating and interacting (Gillespie, 2017).

The collection of detailed data supercharges this power of manipulation, empowering 
platforms through global architectures of behavioral monitoring, analysis, prediction, 
and modification. Critical scholars have described the unprecedented power of these 
platforms to shape behavior; describing “a new type of commerce that reimagines us 
through the lens of its own distinctive power, mediated by its means of behavioral modi-
fication” (Zuboff, 2019: 331). The capacity to draw advantages from massive amounts of 
data, scalable at near-zero cost, results in feedback loops generating market concentra-
tion – what has been referred to as “digital monopolies” or “datapolies.”

The power of data to shape behavior has meant that data extraction has emerged as 
a new capitalist imperative. The literatures have thus described a political economic 
regime driven by the logic of accumulation, circulation, and manipulation of digital 
data (Sadowski 2020), as these data are employed to track, monitor, and manipulate 
behaviors at scale (Zuboff, 2019). Data has, it is often emphasized, become the new 
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defining commodity of our era (Srnicek, 2017a). The production of data, as financializa-
tion before it, is becoming “a new frontier of accumulation and next step in capitalism” 
(Sadowski, 2019: 9).

Through these powers, platform capitalism is described as characterized by a “feed-
back loop that produces monopolies” (Parker et  al., 2016: 6). Platform capitalism is 
centered around this feedback loop: platforms seek to achieve market control, and then 
leverage the feedback to lock in users and extract monopoly rents. Many scholars have 
taken to describing the resulting condition as “neofeudalism” or “technofeudalism,” as it 
draws on political and technological powers to accumulate capital – thus “more closely 
resemble those for serfs on a feudal manor – always at the mercy of the lord who can 
expropriate their business without any compensation” (Kenney et al., 2019: 877). Critical 
scholars describe platform capitalism as characterized by predatory mechanism of accu-
mulation, using appropriation and non-productive rentiership ensured by extra-economic 
forms of coercion (Christophers, 2022; Durand, 2020).

While these academic narratives certainly are in many ways accurate as descriptions 
of the powers of platforms in contemporary society, we will here argue that they also 
serve a functional role in maintaining those powers. To make this argument, we now turn 
to the literature on the role of financial narratives in financialized capitalism.

Financial narratives

While the critical literature has emphasized the powers of data and digital technology in 
shaping contemporary capitalism, a growing recent literature has sought to unsettle such 
mechanical concepts of capitalism in favor for an emphasis on narrative (Froud et al., 
2006). This is part of a broader shift from a chiefly technical and mechanical understand-
ing, toward a cultural inflection within political economy (Akerlof and Shiller, 2010; 
Shiller, 2017).

The notion that narratives are central to the economy is however far from novel. 
Nearly a century ago, Keynes (1936) described “animal spirits,” referring to the instincts, 
emotions, and psychological factors that influence human behavior in economic deci-
sion-making. Within economics, the reaction to Keynes’s theorizing was primarily the 
quantitative study of expectations, in which surveys were employed to quantify, for 
instance, the rate of growth or inflation that respondents expected over the next year. The 
field of study of expectations was well-established by the 1970s. However, while expec-
tations were widely acknowledged as being important factors in the economy, the models 
of this period never sought to explain the formation of expectations or the effect that such 
expectations had on behavior.

Only later was the role of narratives more systematically explored, with the rise of 
narrative economics in the 2010s. In an influential book, Shiller (2017) built on existing 
work on narratives and storytelling in economics to formalize the concept of “narrative 
economics” as a research field. Shiller argued that popular stories, spread through the 
media and social networks, can have significant effects on economic behavior, influenc-
ing decisions around consumption, investment, and policy. In financial markets, narra-
tives often drive market sentiment and can create feedback loops where stories amplify 
trends. This means that the way information is framed and communicated – whether 
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through media coverage, social media, or personal anecdotes – can profoundly affect 
market dynamics. The field grew as narratives appeared to become more and more influ-
ential in shaping economic outcomes, particularly in relation to events like financial 
crises or technological change, being part of the broader shift toward a cultural-political 
view of capitalism.

Beckert (2016) uses the term “fictional expectations” to make a parallel argument, 
proposing an understanding of capitalism as centrally driven by imaginations and crea-
tive speculation about the future. In Beckert’s view, the economy is not merely driven by 
rational calculations or past experiences but is profoundly influenced by narratives about 
the future that guide decisions in the face of persistent uncertainty. These expectations 
are not forecasts but creative narratives that influence investment, consumption, and 
innovation. Capitalist economies are hence propelled by a continuous process of imagin-
ing and realizing futures, driving cycles of economic growth, bubbles, and crises.

Narratives have grown in importance in tandem with the financialization of capital-
ism. Financialization is the process wherein corporations make profits “primarily through 
financial channels rather than through trade and commodity” (Krippner, 2005: 172), thus 
bringing the growth of financial assets of nonfinancial firms. This trend produces a glut 
of finance capital in search of assets from which to extract rent, prompting the produc-
tion of new asset classes. Financialization hence implies that “asset ownership eclipses 
commodity production and circulation and rentierism becomes the dominant mode of 
accumulation” (Shapiro, 2023: 205).

Financialization accelerated during the long period of low interest rates and quantita-
tive easing after the Great Financial Crisis, which made it more profitable to pursue 
speculative assets than to seek productive investments (Daniel, 2022; Mackintosh, 2022; 
Summers, 2017). As a result, the value of assets has become decoupled from their under-
lying productivity and profitability. Firms are hence not priced for their potential to pro-
duce future profits, as classic economic theory would suggest, but for their likelihood to 
become subject to speculation – and valuations are hence increasingly decoupled from 
the underlying economy.

As a result, the capacity to shape narratives has become a key aspect of the dynamics 
of capitalism and firm performance (Akerlof and Shiller, 2010; Damodaran, 2017; Froud 
et al., 2006, 2009). The stories that circulate within the economy significantly influence 
economic behavior and financial markets, and firms are powerful force in shaping these 
broader narratives – and hence investor perceptions and decisions. Golding (2003) 
described how stories and sentiment are central in how fund managers invest and view 
companies, drawing attention to how firms strategically communicate with capital mar-
ket actors. Lounsbury and Glynn (2001) uses the concept of “cultural entrepreneurship” 
to describe how firms actively construct and disseminate narratives that frame their iden-
tity, strategies, and market potential in the most favorable light. Firms whose businesses 
are amenable to hyperbolic storytelling and who are able to effectively spread those nar-
ratives may leverage significant financial capital.

As Froud et al. (2009) highlights, these narratives are not entirely independent of the 
financial numbers that represent performance outcomes of corporations, such as sales 
growth, profit, return on equity, or share price. Rather, the stories are what give meaning 
to the numbers, as these cannot be interpreted without a narrative framework. Which 
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numbers are important to pay attention to, and how to read them is not universal, but 
defined by the broader stories circulating in the economy. The same numbers can be 
turned from terrible to excellent given the right narrative framing.

When the investments are purely speculative, the stories offered do not necessarily 
need to be plausible for the individual investor, but they simply need to appear as a story 
that may attract capital and drive a speculative bubble. In other words, the speculation-
led form of investment is characterized by investors no longer run away from bubbles – 
as conventional economic thinking would suggest – but toward them, in the hope of 
profiting from their rapid inflation. The result is an economy in which the reality of the 
economy becomes more and more detached from financial valuations, and more and 
more operates in the realm of financial storytelling. One expression of such a develop-
ment is the emergence of assets such as cryptocurrencies or NFTs, that offer only a thin 
narrative veneer over a speculative asset. Another, as we will argue, is the rise of plat-
form capitalism.

Surveillance capitalism as a financial narrative

Having thus reviewed the literatures on surveillance capitalism and financial narra-
tives, we will now turn to employing the latter as a lens through which to view the 
former. We will argue that the powers of platforms are to large degree dependent on the 
stories that describe them. The powers of platforms are just as much expressions of 
financial power driven by hype and an asset bubble, as they are distinctive to the digi-
tal nature of platforms. The very notion that data is valuable and powerful, in short, is 
sufficient for making it so.

What perhaps most clearly distinguishes platforms from other firms is their valua-
tions. Many platform firms achieve exceptional and seemingly inexplicable valuations, 
even when running steep losses (Shapiro 2023). As Glasner (2019) puts it, “never before 
have so many companies with such high revenues gone public at such lofty valuations, 
all while sustaining such massive losses.” The literature has explained this through what 
van Doorn and Badger’s (2020) call the platforms’ “dual value production”: platforms 
offset monetary losses with the extraction of data – “the new oil” – which is valued in 
and of itself (Birch et al., 2021). The underlying promise is that platforms will use the 
data they extract to achieve unprecedented efficiencies; “eliminate waste, improve pro-
ductivity, and do more with less” (Sadowski, 2019: 5). But at the same time, the veracity 
of such promises of efficiency has often limited empirical support. Despite unprece-
dented access to “the new oil,” these firms are at the same time remarkably inefficient: 
even with the business advantages of dodging regulation and taxation, passing risks and 
costs onto workers, and imposing precarious and exploitative labor conditions, firms like 
Uber or DoorDash somehow still struggle to make profits (Borkholder et al., 2018; Calo 
and Rosenblat, 2017; Collier et al., 2018).

The same applies to the grand statements of the unprecedented capacity of “data 
power” to predict and shape our behavior. Despite that large parts of our society has been 
reshaped around the aim of data extraction, there is little empirical evidence that targeted 
advertising actually works. Studies suggest that the data that the firms have about us are 
often outright wrong (Hwang, 2020), that most online ads that are shown are never 
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actually seen by anyone (Google, 2014), and that the ads that are seen may not have any 
significant impact on sales (Neumann et al., 2019). Some researchers suggest that old-
fashioned mass-marketing – without targeting and audience data – may represent a better 
return on investment than digital data-driven advertising. Measuring the efficacy of 
online ads is fraught with difficulties and often results in overestimation of their effec-
tiveness (Lewis et al., 2015). Scholars have gone as far as to liken the current situation in 
advertising to the housing market before the 2008 financial crisis, in which many actors 
were aware that the system was built on a rotten foundation – but no one had in their 
interest to act on this realization. Hwang (2020) draws on this similarity to describe a 
“subprime attention crisis,” in which the internet has been largely built on false premises 
about the capacity of these firms to control behavior and steer consumption – that risks 
destabilizing large parts of our economy.

The power of network effects appears similarly overstated when looking at empiri-
cal evidence. A study by Hall and Krueger (2018) found that driver turnover rates are 
high, indicating that the network effects and platform lock-in might not be as strong as 
presumed once economic incentives change. While Facebook (now Meta) has long 
benefited from network effects, as it shifted focus to more aggressively monetize 
through targeted ads and data collection, it faced user backlash and regulatory scrutiny, 
and has now lost much of its active userbase. While network effects undeniably do 
exist, their role appears more limited than has been suggested by the platforms.

While the infrastructural powers of deeply embedded platforms such as Amazon 
or Alphabet are certainly real, these may not be fundamentally very different from 
the role of lock-ins in the pre-digital economy (Unruh, 2000). The chief difference 
appears not to be a function of digital technology, but rather of the capacity of plat-
forms to leverage capital around the narrative of these powers, thereby transforming 
infrastructural lock-ins into an intentional strategy that is central to contemporary 
capitalism.

The platforms have thus strong incentives to promote such narratives as they fuel the 
platforms’ substantial valuations and enable their often-substantial profits. The data 
accumulated by these firms are valuable not because of their actual capacity for large-
scale behavioral control and manipulation (Zuboff, 2019), but for widespread belief in 
stories about their capacities – regardless of their veracity. Google and Meta can make 
unprecedented profits through targeted advertising not because it works in objective 
terms, but because there is wide-spread belief in their powers to drive consumption 
(Hwang, 2020). It is therefore in the firms interests to share and cultivate narratives of 
their unprecedented powers of prediction and manipulation.

The critical literatures’ narratives appear to often stem from taking at face value the 
claims of the platforms and their investors. The phrase “data is the new oil” – so often 
cited in the critical literature as to now have become cliché – was, for instance, originally 
coined by Clive Humby, the CEO of the global data science company Tresata. The state-
ment is part of attempts of marketing the role of data for financial growth, highlighting 
the capacity of data and algorithms to be used for detailed behavioral modification and 
to make substantial efficiency gains through data-driven optimization. The story of data 
as a new form of capital is highly valuable for those who possess data, and they are hence 
key supporters of propagating the notion. The narrative of data being inherently valued 
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thus props up a new asset class, appearing to serve the purpose of recasting lackluster 
financial performance numbers as a striking success.

The notion of “network effects” has been similarly widely promoted by individuals 
with vested financial interests in the high valuation of often unprofitable platform firms. 
While first developed in economics by Rochet and Tirole (2003). it was later picked up 
in management literature and in business, and was brought into widespread prominence 
by the investor David Sacks, who famously sketched it out on a napkin in 2014 to argue 
that Uber’s value was far beyond what “less sophisticated” investors might believe on 
the basis of its fundamentals. If platforms represent a “winner-takes-all” market, the 
rational investor should focus fully on user growth over all other financial numbers, 
since profits can come when the platform has established monopoly control. While for 
critical scholars, network effects are a threat to autonomy and part of feudal forms of 
accumulation, for investors, the same notion represents a powerful financial narrative, 
creating the promise of winner-catch-all effect where the player that dominates the mar-
ket is granted monopoly profits. Such claims have allowed recasting the substantial 
losses of Uber as signs that the firm had the potential of becoming immensely valuable, 
despite that conventional balance sheet analysis would suggest otherwise.

Through this lens, “surveillance capitalism” appears as a critical spin on a powerful 
financial narrative framing, that allows recasting the performance of firms in optimistic 
terms. What enabled the spectacular growth of platforms is not necessarily an actual 
capacity to wield digital powers, but their ability to “spin compelling narratives of data-
enabled, efficiency-driven future revenues that fuels their inflated valuations” (Shapiro, 
2023: 204). The narratives around platform capitalism represent a powerful means to 
build investor hype – by presenting a future in which they will extract monopoly rents 
through data extraction and digital powers. The narratives offered a way of reframing the 
financial numbers to give them new meaning. Rapid user growth combined with steep 
losses may not seem like a promising investment under conventional rules, but through 
the platform narrative, it can be cast in more positive light: in a winner-takes-all market, 
growth is all-important, as it represents the road to monopoly rents and extraction of 
inherently valuable data.

Financial narratives as self-fulfilling prophecies

While the data powers of platforms may be somewhat overstated, the narratives about these 
powers have important and very real consequences, by fueling the firms’ rapid growth and 
affording substantial financial powers. Much of the supposed digital powers of platforms 
may in fact be sufficiently explained by the powers of financial capital. The platforms thus 
attain these powers not because of some inherent technological feature of platforms, but 
because having access to near-infinite venture capital represents a very real source of power.

That the stories are, in some sense, not true does not make their effects on the world 
any less real. While the digital powers of platforms appear overstated, the platforms 
are employing a range of financial powers, enabled by their access to nearly unending 
financial capital. The stories themselves make a difference. When investors believe in 
the above-mentioned financial stories, the platforms attain very real powers to act in 
the world.



1552	 Media, Culture & Society 47(8)

The firms valuations enable them to engage in so-called “blitzscaling”: rapid expan-
sion fueled by massive financing from venture capital, private equity firms, and interna-
tional sovereign wealth funds to seek to undercut competition and quickly build a 
userbase (Langley and Leyshon, 2017). As Rahman and Thelen (2019: 183) puts it, “the 
name of the game for platform firms is to capture whole markets and achieve monopoly 
power even if in the short to medium run that means absorbing losses year in and year 
out.” In pursuit of growth, platforms often engage in mergers and acquisitions (M&As) 
to eliminate competitors or expand their influence across industries—a financial strategy 
aimed at consolidating market power and reinforcing monopolistic positions. The plat-
form companies moreover often use financial markets to raise capital, sometimes by 
taking on debt instead of issuing new shares. Borrowing large sums of money allows 
them to make strategic investments (such as M&As or infrastructure projects) without 
diluting shareholder value. In doing so, they leverage financial instruments to continue 
growing, rather than relying solely on their operational profits.

The financial capital furthermore affords the platforms substantial political and 
legal power, as they can hire lawyers and lobbyists, and mobilize their user base as a 
political force (Collier et al., 2018; Culpepper and Thelen, 2020; van Doorn, 2019). 
Pollman and Barry (2016: 384) describe platforms as “regulatory entrepreneurs,” as 
they strategically target activities where laws are “unclear, unfavorable, or even pro-
hibit the activity outright,” seeking to bypass, challenge, and change the law as “a 
material part of [their] business plan.” Having entered a regulatory gray zone, the 
platforms seek to expand rapidly to present slow-moving lawmakers with a fait 
accompli, while mobilizing overwhelming political and legal power to fight attempts 
at regulation (Srnicek, 2017b).

But the much-debated capacity of platforms to “disrupt” and engage in “regulatory 
entrepreneurship” is not an expression merely of them being platforms as such, but of 
them part of an asset bubble – enabling them to leverage massive financial capital to cre-
ate political pressure and push their interests (Davies et al., 2022). While the firms’ digi-
tal “innovations” offered an excuse for lobbyists to latch onto, it was ultimately the 
bubble-induced funding that enabled their aggressive political pursuits.

A blatant example of how financial capital is converted to political power is how 
Uber, Lyft and DoorDash joined forces to spend $200 million to win a ballot initiative in 
California to bypass a state law intended to provide employee-like protections for their 
drivers – making it by far the most expensive campaign for any ballot measure in the 
state’s history. Such strategies are long-standing feature of capitalism, and while there 
are novelties to the details of how platforms are pursuing them, the larger picture is nei-
ther new nor distinctly related to the supposed digital powers of platforms. If venture 
capital were to plow $25.2B into a regular taxi business, it would likely be able to carry 
out many of the same operations as Uber – by building a customer base through con-
sumption subsidies and leveraging their capital to gain regulatory advantages through 
threats, bribes, and political lobbying (Davies et al., 2022). While it would certainly be 
rhetorically helpful to have some new-seeming digital gadget to point to as an “innova-
tion,” the details would be less important. These dynamics, in short, sufficiently explained 
by a financial bubble, without needing to refer to any supposed digital powers.
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The bubble, in turn, is enabled by the narratives surrounding the platforms about 
their capacity to use digital powers to monopolize markets. Similarly, the value of data 
as a new asset class is founded on merely investors’ belief in the notion that data is 
inherently valuable; not in any real or actual value that it contributes. The imperative 
of data extraction that lies at the core of digital capitalism does not need to be based on 
any real capacity of the data; the imperative is based on stories, and these stories stand 
sufficiently on their own.

The powers of the financial narratives to shape reality appears to offer evidence of 
their veracity, hence strengthening the belief in the narratives. The powers that are 
achieved through financial capital add plausibility to the claims that motivated the 
initial investments – thus creating a positive feedback loop of credibility and invest-
ment (Birch and Cochrane, 2022). For instance, while many may have initially viewed 
with skepticism Uber’s notion of “network effects,” and their claims of how much their 
technology would lower costs compared to regular taxis, the prices offered in the Uber 
app seemed to provide undeniable evidence. While it is easy to argue with the theoreti-
cal claim of exponential rises in efficiency through data extraction and network effects, 
it is harder to argue against a $5 Uber ride. These prices stemmed, however, not from 
network effects and platform-enabled gains in efficiencies, but from venture capital 
being used for a large-scale subsidizes of consumption. The low prices drove both 
rapid user growth and motivated investments, in turn enabling further growth in asset 
prices, enabling further subsidies.

The same dynamics played out across the platform economy, resulting in what has 
been referred to as a decade of “millennial lifestyle subsidy” (Roose, 2021), as take-away 
food, Uber rides, scooters, and movies were sold at a steep loss, in exchange for a rapid 
growth of the customer base. What appeared as new efficiencies or “lock-ins” was in fact 
merely consumers responding to venture capital-funded subsidies, and investors respond-
ing to the growing userbase. The platforms are thus engaging in a self-fulfilling cycle in 
which they leverage their valuations to undercut or buy competitors, pursue regulatory 
advantages, grow into new markets, and then use these growth signs to acquire additional 
investments – despite the fact that the increased market share does not yield any profits 
(Birch and Cochrane, 2022).

In short, the digital powers that have enabled the massive growth of giant tech firms 
are predicated on the financial power stemming from widespread belief in these same 
powers. The power of these firms stems not merely from technological innovations, but 
from nearly unlimited access to financial capital.

Conclusion

Surveillance capitalism, this paper has argued, can be understood as an organized belief 
that brings itself into reality. The narratives of the digital capacities and powers of plat-
forms within the platform capitalist literature are linked to a form of narrative that has 
become central to a financialized economy driven by speculative investments. The plat-
forms thus attain their powers not through some novel technological feature of plat-
forms, but because access to near-infinite capital represents a very real source of power. 
To paraphrase Arthur C. Clarke, “any sufficiently large amount of venture capital is 
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indistinguishable from magic.” This is not to deny the reality of platform capitalism, but 
to suggest an understanding of it that de-emphasizes the mechanical and technological in 
favor for a cultural inflection – viewing hype as central to the contemporary economy.

Such a cultural inflection does not mean to deny the powers of platforms. In many 
cases, the stories have become true through their telling: Airbnb and Uber are now profit-
able, enabled not least by the regulatory, infrastructural, and economic advantages that 
were brought into being by a decade of enormous financial investments. It does however 
mean that these narratives may not be true if it were not for their very telling. Their reci-
tations have breathed life into the stories, until the imagined becomes the real. Hype is 
merely not about misrepresentation, but rather serves as a central mechanism.

A cultural inflection does, hence, suggests understanding platforms as a form of 
“cultural entrepreneurs” (Lounsbury and Glynn, 2001) that are strategically weaving 
a narrative about the unprecedented capacity of data to predict, control, and manipu-
late human behavior in order to produce the platform real powers: financial power 
fueled by venture capital. The cultural power to shape and wield hype is a central and 
underappreciated element of contemporary financial capitalism. Surveillance capital-
ism is, in short, less an expression of technological novelty than of a strategically 
inflated asset price bubble.

The cultural inflection moreover suggests a corresponding cultural turn to the critique 
of surveillance capitalism. The reflexive nature of theories in the study of the economy 
– their “double hermeneutics” (Giddens, 1982) – implies the need for careful and critical 
scrutiny of the narratives of and around platforms. Scholars and capitalists alike are in 
the business of storytelling, within a capitalist system that is fundamentally driven by 
imaginaries about the future. The critical literatures have too often taken at face value the 
claims of the platforms and their investors, echoing critical versions of narratives 
intended to attract financial capital for a speculative asset. The same stories that for 
investors appear as exciting stories of dreamy future returns, for critical scholars appear 
as menacing threats of a “surveillance capitalism” or “technofeudalism.” By buying into 
investors and platform owners’ self-proclaimed capacity to manipulate and dominate, the 
academic literature risks contributing to granting plausibility to narratives intended to 
build hype and drive investments. A more productive route may be interrogating and 
questioning such narratives, and seeking to separate the powers of the technology from 
the powers of financial capital, to thereby contribute to dissipating the mythical powers 
of platforms.

But while the narratives of the data powers of platforms may be overstated, their 
effects are not. Belief in the capacity to use data to manipulate our behavior at scale has 
meant that virtually our entire online ecosystem is built to spy on us, and shaping our 
culture around the aim of maximizing data extraction (Hwang, 2020). The effect has 
been “shortening of attention spans, polarization, outrageification of culture, mass nar-
cissism, election engineering, [and] addiction to technology” (Pedersen et  al., 2021: 
310). This elaborate Rube Goldberg machine of privacy violations churns out meticu-
lously engineered, individually tailored ads – most of which are never seen by anyone.

Such a perspective suggests a system from which no one actually benefits, driven by 
pursuit of folly and misguided hype. In casting platform capitalism as powerful and evil, the 
critical literature may thus paradoxically express an exaggerated esteem of capitalism 
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(Akerlof and Shiller, 2010). In a reinterpretation of Hanlon’s Razor, it may be more accurate 
to view capitalism not as all-powerful and malicious, but rather as irrational and absurd.

Narratives appear to have attained a key role of coordination within financialized 
capitalism, directing flows of investments in ways that is central to shaping technological 
evolution. This suggests the need to examine the role of the cultural power to control 
narrative and hype. It implies a form of resistance which seeks not to warn of the unprec-
edented powers of contemporary capitalism, but to question them – and to reveal that the 
platform emperor has no clothes, or at the very least, is rather scantily dressed.

“An economic theory does not have to be true; it simply needs to be believed by eve-
ryone”, as Callon (2007: 322) put it. This suggests the need for the critical literature to 
pursue a critical hype studies, with the aim of deconstructing and questioning the widely 
held beliefs that ultimately enables the powers of financial capitalism and its technologi-
cal pursuits. To show that, perhaps, we have little more to fear than fear itself. Such les-
sons will be crucial as the critical literature now follows venture capital to the next 
technological hype: Artificial Intelligence (AI). Critics have centered on the risks of this 
new technology, fanned by internal warnings from the firms themselves that characterize 
the technology as so powerful that it may destroy – or at the very least enslave – human-
ity. While AI undoubtedly presents important risks, those risks are likely to stem more 
from the interests of the financial models driving the technology than from the technol-
ogy itself. As AI burns through financial capital at an unprecedented rate, critical schol-
ars will do well try to remember the function such narratives play in manifesting the 
dangers of which they warn.
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