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Book Review: Cloud Empires: How Digital Platforms
Are Overtaking the State and How We Can Regain
Control by Vili Lehdonvirta

In Cloud Empires: How Digital Platforms Are Overtaking the State and How We Can Regain Control, Vili
Lehdonvirta argues that the internet has become ruled by Silicon Valley despots who govern new marketplaces
and need to be held more accountable, writes James Muldoon.

Cloud Empires: How Digital Platforms Are Overtaking the State and How We Can Regain Control. Vili
Lehdonvirta. MIT Press. 2022.

Mark Zuckerberg has played the video game ‘Civilization’ since middle school. The

tagline of Sid Meier's famous strategy game is ‘build an empire to stand the test of (“- [ (‘) Lv I)
time’. Although it may not have been his original intention, Zuckerberg’s Facebook, =l

now Meta, may end up being as consequential for world politics as many of the states 1?- ‘\I I" I 1{ l? t.}
and empires depicted in his childhood pastime. Meta — and many other global g e
platforms — now create and enforce rules that govern important aspects of our
everyday lives._Cloud Empires, a brilliant new book by Vili Lehdonvirta, examines the
rise of these digital empires and offers new ideas for what could be done to hold them
to account. In the words of the author, the book explains ‘why digital platforms have
become the new virtual “states”, how they nevertheless differ from our earthly
nations, and how we can regain control over them’ (9).
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Each chapter recounts the story of an iconic founder and platform, from Jeff Bezos Sl el it 1
and Amazon to Pierre Omidyar and eBay. These narratives are well-researched, WE CAN REGAIN CONTROI
wonderfully written and accessible introductions to some of the major players who
have shaped today’s digital economy. Many of these stories have been told before
and | therefore focus here on what | see as two of the most novel contributions of the

book.
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The first is the claim that global digital platforms now exercise a form of sovereign power over billions of their users,
establishing the rules of the game and resolving disputes between parties. Cloud Empires explains how powerful
tech companies grew into state-like entities as they were confronted by the difficult realities of managing social
complexity and political conflict within their digital domains. The original intention of internet pioneers was to
promote transparency, individual liberty and free association. They wanted to get rid of gatekeepers but ended up
becoming the authorities themselves. Platforms inevitably began to take over certain state functions with their own
rule-making and dispute resolution, complementing those of the state.

Jathan Sadowski has discussed how technology companies have begun to claim ownership and control over
certain public services as platforms become more entrenched in the political economy of cities. Lehdonvirta goes
further still, teasing the idea that as states struggle to cope with the transnational digital realm, the role of the
sovereign is increasingly played by digital platforms. The strength of this comparison is based on the state’s
economic functions. Indeed, throughout the book, the main activities of the state are depicted through an economic
lens: statecraft is ‘just different forms of information processing and communication’ and ‘fostering large-scale
market exchange’ (210-11). A core claim is that digital platforms have in fact succeeded where many states have
faltered: they have created transnational institutional infrastructure to facilitate efficient trade across borders.

But how do states and platforms still differ? The one key difference noted in Cloud Empires is that a state’s
jurisdiction is territorial while a platform exercises power over all its users, leading to ‘states without estates,
empires in the cloud’ (213). One hard limit to the analogy between platforms and states is the latter’s retention of
the monopoly on violence, which is arguably the defining feature of the modern state. Less attention is devoted to
digital platforms’ more explicitly political functions of organising the digital public sphere, setting the effective limits
of free speech, and their role in elections and surveillance operations. Although much of the discussion centres
upon the power platforms exercise over producers and consumers in digital markets, Lehdonvirta is also concerned
with the lack of political institutions that could hold these platforms accountable.

A second main contribution concerns how the accumulated power of platforms could be challenged by democratic
forces. Surveying the landscape of crypto, anti-trust law and workers’ co-operatives, Lehdonvirta calls for a
‘platform democracy’ based on new ‘political institutions for collective decision-making’ (9) to counteract the power
of ‘digital aristocrats’. In doing so, he raises the possibility of a new radical force for change: an emerging class of
digital ‘burghers’. He turns not to the unions forming in Amazon’s warehouses or the nascent organising of
microworkers, but to ‘affluent members of a rising digital middle class who possess considerable resources and
connections’ (8). More specifically, these are wealthy and networked ‘app developers, online merchants, freelance
specialists, streamers, influencers, OnlyFans models, and various other traders and craftspeople of the digital era’
(231).

The appeal of the digital middle class is that unlike the new peasants of the platform economy (the data labellers,
moderators and virtual assistants), this group is educated, organised and already possesses the power and status
to immediately take effective political action against digital aristocrats. The idea is that their forums, social media
groups and online discussions could become the basis of developing more formal democratic institutions.

A sceptic might wonder whether those considerably better off in the current system would struggle for the rights and
interests of the platform serfs. To continue the historical analogy, the middle classes of Europe who emerged in
medieval market towns did not produce radical democratic reforms to their political systems. Once they won a
limited degree of power, they used it primarily to defend their own economic interests. Property-owning liberal
classes have always had a very tentative relationship with movements for democratisation and have opposed them
at any point they sought to enter the economic sphere. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries — when the most
important democratic reforms were made — it was the working classes who were the most resolute defenders of
democracy and at the front lines of struggles.
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These worries aside, there is an intriguing ethical principle at the heart of the book that stands as a call for
thoroughgoing changes to the current organisation of the digital sphere. Platform democracy seems to imply the
principle of a moral right of self-government for individuals participating in institutions which make fundamental
decisions that affect their lives. As political scientist Robert Dahl has argued, ‘if democracy is justified in governing
the state, then it is also justified in governing economic enterprises’. As we spend an increasing amount of our time
online, many have begun to wonder why they have so little control over their platforms and digital services. In
response, Lehdonvirta calls for a digital charter of fundamental rights to limit the power of platform owners and
provide us all with democratic rights in the digital realm.

This lucidly written and engaging book offers a compelling read for those interested in understanding how the
current generation of platform behemoths established their rule and what can be done to hold them more
accountable.

Note: This review gives the views of the author, and not the position of the LSE Review of Books blog, or of the
London School of Economics and Political Science.
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