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Investigating the digital economy

The digital economy is not just about online transactions or the role of technology in economic
activities; it is a broader transformation of how value is created, distributed, and experienced in
society. It encompasses how digital infrastructures, platforms, data, and algorithmic system reshape
labour, consumption, finance, governance, and, eventually, social relations. It is also a space deeply
intertwined with human subjectivities, shaping and being shaped by our individual experiences,
perceptions, and identities. From a sociological perspective, the digital economy is embedded in
specific cultural, political, and historical contexts, meaning that it cannot be understood purely in
terms of efficiency, productivity, or growth. Instead, digital economies create new forms of labour
(e.g., gig work, influencer economies, and livestreaming as an economic activity), redefine notions
of ownership (e.g., digital goods, NFTs, and platform enclosures), and alter power structures (e.g.,

the role of Big Tech in shaping economic policies and individual agency).
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In a way, the expansion of digital technologies went beyond transforming economic activities. It
has introduced a condition of instability into everyday social life. Individuals increasingly navigate
work, care, creativity, mobility, and self-presentation within technological environments that are
continuously updated, reconfigured, and rendered opaque. Rather than encountering a stable
“digital economy,” social actors experience a rushing and complicating infrastructural landscape in
which norms, expectations, and responsibilities are constantly shifting (Larkin 2013). In this context,
subjectivity is not simply shaped by the economic structure of digitalisation but is continuously
negotiated under conditions of uncertainty, acceleration, and uneven power. In this special issue, we
approach subjectivity in the digital economy not as a stable product of technological transformation
but as a contingent and ongoing process formed within rapidly shifting, opaque, and uneven digital
infrastructures that reorganise everyday life faster than social norms, rights, and institutions can

adapt.

The diverse forms and consequences of digitalisation in everyday life across different societies,
as highlighted in Digital Anthropology (Horst & Miller, 2012), have since developed into a new
research branch. It builds on studies of social media and online communities that examine how the
internet reshapes social relations, identity formation, and suggests new ways of living (Codagnone
etal., 2018; Miller et al., 2016; Woldoff & Litchfield, 2021). Therefore, we must understand the question
of how digital technologies are reshaping human relationships, trust, and exploitation as part of the
data-driven, algorithm-accelerated, tech-giant-led form of capitalism (Guyer, 2016; Knox & Nafus,

2018; Sadowski, 2020; Williams, 2018; Zuboff, 2019; MacKenzie & Caliskan, 2026).

One of the most significant shifts in the digital economy is the emergence of the “entrepreneurial
self” (Brockling, 2015). Digital platforms, such as Uber, Airbnb, and Etsy, encourage individuals to
see themselves as independent entrepreneurs, responsible for their own success (Foucault, 2008).
This subjectivity is rooted in the neoliberal ethos of self-reliance and individualism, where workers
are expected to market their skills, optimise their productivity, and navigate precarious labour
conditions (Harvey, 2005; Standing, 2011). While this model offers flexibility, it often obscures the
power dynamics between platform owners and workers, leaving individuals to bear the risks and
uncertainties of the gig economy (Srnicek, 2016; De Stefano, 2016). Crucially, this form of subjectivity

is less of a fixed identity than an ongoing process of adjustment, produced under conditions in which
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individuals are held responsible for outcomes shaped by opaque and asymmetrical technological

landscapes.

The rise of the gig economy has led to a fragmentation of traditional employment structures,
with individuals increasingly relying on short-term contracts and freelance work (Healy, Nicholson,
& Pekarek, 2017). This shift can offer flexibility and autonomy, but it also raises concerns about
job security, fair wages, and workers'’ rights (Wood et al., 2019; De Stefano, 2016). The subjectivities
of gig workers are often marked by precarity and uncertainty as they navigate a landscape charac-
terised by intense competition and algorithmic management (Standing, 2011; Vallas & Schor, 2020;
McDonald & O'Brien, 2021). Work in the digital economy, particularly in gig and platform labour,
transforms the experience of employment. Unlike traditional workers with stable roles, gig workers
must continuously perform self-branding to seek visibility in algorithmically controlled markets
(van Doorn, 2017). Their subjectivity is shaped by platform rating systems, automated feedback,
and precarious employment conditions, often fostering an entrepreneurial self-image that masks
structural inequalities (Standing, 2011; De Stefano, 2016). The worker is positioned as an indepen-
dent agent while remaining subject to platform control, blurring the line between autonomy and
algorithmic governance (Srnicek, 2016; Zwick et al., 2018). While platform labour offers a particularly
visible illustration of these dynamics, similar forms of algorithmic governance and responsibiliza-
tion extend far beyond paid work, shaping subjectivities across domains such as care, creativity,

finance, and self-presentation.

From a sociological perspective, the digital economy cannot be reduced to online markets,
platform-based labour, or data-driven business models alone. Rather, it operates through digital
infrastructures. We think about platforms, algorithms, data architectures, and interfaces that
structure how social life is organised, perceived, and governed. These infrastructures do not
simply facilitate economic exchange; they establish the conditions under which economic relations
become possible, legitimate, and intelligible. As such, equating digital infrastructure directly with
“the economy” risks obscuring the ways in which power, responsibility, and inequality are produced

before, and sometimes independently of, formal economic transactions.
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Social media and the digital economy further intensified the role of consumption in self-making
(Bourdieu, 2006). Social media platforms, for instance, have turned users into “prosumers”—produc-
ers and consumers of content (Ritzer & Jurgenson, 2010). Individuals curate their online personas,
commodifying their lives and experiences to gain visibility and validation (Fuchs, 2017; Duffy, 2017).
This performative aspect of digital subjectivity blurs the line between authenticity and commod-
ification, as personal identities lean towards commercialisation (Couldry, 2012). The pressure to
maintain an idealised online presence can lead to anxiety, self-objectification, and a fragmented
sense of self (Goffman, 1959; Turkle, 2011; Marwick, 2013). In these contexts, visibility becomes an
economic resource governed by platform metrics and algorithmic recognition, rendering subjectivity

increasingly dependent on sustained performance and exposure.

Social media, in this sense, encourages individuals to present themselves as brands (Goffman,
1959). From influencers to freelancers, success in the digital economy often depends on the ability
to construct a marketable persona (Duffy, 2017; Marwick, 2013; Hayes & Ben-Shmuel). This shift
erodes traditional boundaries between personal and professional life, making self-expression a
commercial asset (Gershon, 2017; Hearn, 2008, Miller et al., 2016). In the digital economy, the subject
is not only a consumer but also a product -monetised through data extraction and surveillance
capitalism (Zuboff, 2019). When the subjects become the producer of data and the targets of
its commercialisation, this process of datafication further complicates subjectivities in the digital
economy. As individuals generate vast amounts of data through their online activities, they are
increasingly reduced to data points (Cheney-Lippold, 2017; Tufekci, 2015). This data-driven subjec-
tivity raises concerns about autonomy and agency, as individuals are shaped by opaque systems
—often as part of stack economisation (Caligkan, MacKenzie, & Callon, 2025) or a megamachine such
as Google operating as a prodexchange (Caliskan, MacKenzie, & McGowan, 2025)—that prioritise
corporate interests over personal well-being (Gillespie, 2014; Pasquale, 2015). The commodification
of personal data also challenges notions of privacy and ownership, as individuals lose control
over how their information is used (Couldry & Mejias, 2019; Andrejevic, 2014). In this way, digital
subjectivity is increasingly formed under conditions of incomplete knowledge and delegated agency,
where individuals are required to act, decide, and self-manage in relation to systems whose logics

remain largely inaccessible to them.
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Despite the tendency to impose market-driven subjectivities in digital economies, individuals
and communities also resist and redefine their roles within them. Alternative economies, such as
platform cooperatives and decentralised networks, challenge dominant models by emphasising
collective ownership and democratic decision-making (Srnicek, 2016). Additionally, critical digital
literacy movements encourage users to reclaim agency over their data and online identities (Couldry
& Mejias, 2019; Noble, 2018). Furthermore, the digital economy is characterised by algorithmic gover-
nance. Platforms and services employ algorithms to personalise experiences, filter information, and
even influence decision-making (Gillespie, 2014; Pasquale, 2015). These algorithms, while designed
to enhance efficiency and user satisfaction, can also perpetuate biases and create echo chambers,
reinforcing existing social inequalities (Noble, 2018; O'Neil, 2016). Our subjectivities are thus shaped
by the invisible hand of algorithms, which can subtly nudge us towards confident choices and
limit our exposure to diverse perspectives (Sunstein, 2017; Zuboff, 2019). For example, some argue
that credit scoring is a digital market device that reproduces existing inequalities, violates privacy,
and legitimises these effects through claims of objectivity and formality (Leyshon & Thrift, 1999;
Poon, 2009; Langley, 2014; McClanahan, 2014; Pasquale, 2015; Kear, 2017). Rather than offering a clear
outside to digital economies, such practices reveal the contingent and contested nature of subject
formation, where compliance and resistance frequently coexist within the same infrastructural

arrangements.

Beyond consumption and production in the era of the digital economy, digitalisation also
accelerates the process of financialization that orients individuals and households towards risk
management and self-reliance in daily life to promote certain narratives of personal success,
financial stability, and autonomy (Langley, 2007, 2014; Mulcahy, 2017). It is a spontaneous process
in which individuals position themselves as not simply the clients of the financial market but
also the participants, the producers of the markets. This kind of financial subjectivity encourages
individuals to take responsibility for their own well-being by adopting an entrepreneurial stance
towards risk, thereby emerging as the so-called “financial subject” (Langley, 2007, 2014; Leins, 2018).
However, financial subjectivity is not limited to laypeople. Just as click-screen trading (Knorr-Cetina
& Bruegger, 2000, 2002) transformed trader subjectivity in relation to pit trading (Zaloom, 2006),

automated trading similarly reconfigures the amateur trader’s subjectivity through active market
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participation (Borch & Lange, 2017; Preda, 2017). Similarly, financial inclusion programmes such as
insurance and microfinancing, encourage individuals to be more entrepreneurial and risk-taking

(rather than prudent) in personal finance (McFall, 2015; Christophers et al., 2017; Mikus & Rodik, 2021).

In sum, subjectivities in the digital economy are deeply entangled with new modes of produc-
tion, including algorithmic governance, platform labour, and the commodification of identity. The
transformations of subjectivities further enable the evolution of digital-based capitalism expanding
globally and fusing with culturally heterogeneous contexts. It is then important for us to reflect
on these latest developments in this form of economy with critical examinations of what these
new types of subjectivities bring to the future. In this special issue, we sought contributions that
reveal how digital infrastructures not only shape economic life but also intimately participate in the
production of selves. We bear in mind that the digital economy is always also a cultural economy;

its logics are embedded in norms, fears, desires, and moral expectations.

The everyday contestation of subjectivities

Within these infrastructural arrangements, subjectivity emerges as a contingent and ongoing
process rather than a fixed outcome of technological change. Digital infrastructures demand
continuous adaptation: workers must remain flexible, parents vigilant, creators visible, investors
responsive, and users accountable for outcomes they do not fully control. Subject formation unfolds
through partial knowledge, algorithmic mediation, and moralised expectations of responsibility,
often without corresponding institutional protections. In this sense, the digital economy produces
subjectivities that are simultaneously empowered and exposed, active and constrained. This special
issue approaches everyday life not as a secondary arena affected by economic change but as a

primary site where digital economic power is enacted and contested.

Parenting practices, childhood performances, cognitive endurance, creative production, identity
experimentation, financial decision-making, and forms of mobility all become entangled with digital
infrastructures that organise visibility, value, and legitimacy. The issue foregrounds how economic
rationalities permeate intimate and routine practices, blurring the boundaries between economic,

social, and moral life. This special issue brings together theoretical and empirical contributions
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from diverse contexts and advances sociological debates on subjectivities in the digital economy
by foregrounding contingency, unevenness, and everyday negotiation. Rather than assuming a
unified or coherent digital economic logic, the articles highlight frictions between infrastructure and
experience, visibility and vulnerability, autonomy and delegation. Collectively, they demonstrate
that digital subjectivities are not merely imposed by technology but are actively produced within

asymmetrical and rapidly shifting socio-technical environments.

The articles in this issue trace the formation of subjectivities across multiple digital infrastruc-
tures and socioeconomic contexts, revealing how power and dependency are reorganised beyond
traditional labour-capital relations. Several contributions examine the structural dimensions of
digital economies, focusing on how platforms and states consolidate authority through infrastruc-
tural control. Tok conceptualises the platform economy through the lens of technofeudalism
(Varoufakis, 2024); illustrating how digital platforms establish hierarchical relations of dependency
that extend beyond conventional market dynamics. Celen’s analysis of China’s digital transforma-
tion highlights how authoritarian governance, platform capitalism, and labour precarity intersect,
producing subjectivity conditions marked by vulnerability and collective resistance. Similarly, Kus,
Karakog Keskin, and Tanir Levendeli examine digitalised migration through e-Residency, showing
how digital infrastructures reshape mobility, belonging, and resilience under conditions of poly-

crisis.

Other contributions focus on how subjectivities are governed through moralisation, care, and
self-management in everyday life. Dorn analyzes parental surveillance apps to demonstrate how
surveillance capitalism becomes culturally embedded by aligning with neoliberal ideals of respon-
sible parenting. Némecek explores how amateur retail investors make sense of their selfhood in
relation to investing apps, oscillating between imaginaries of autonomy and algorithmic delegation.
Tekin addresses the cognitive consequences of digital acceleration, reframing “brain decay” as a
structural condition produced by attention extraction and unequal access to cognitive resources

rather than individual failure.

A further set of articles examines visibility, performance, and creativity as key sites of digital

subject formation. Apak and Aygiil's ethnographic study of child YouTubers reveals how childhood
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becomes commercialised through performance-driven visibility regimes, producing subjectivities
oriented towards branding and audience demand. Kaya's study of the Metaverse illustrates how
users construct multiple, context-dependent identities, negotiating professional visibility and per-
sonal experimentation within platform-mediated environments. Finally, Erbay and Adas investigate
human-Al collaboration in music production, showing how technocentric imaginaries of creativity
reproduce broader social forces embedded in digital capitalism, even in ostensibly innovative and

artistic domains.

Taken together, these contributions demonstrate that subjectivities in the digital economy are
formed not through a singular logic but through continuous engagements with infrastructures that
are simultaneously enabling, extractive, and uneven. The issue thus invites further sociological

attention to how digital economies are lived, contested, and reworked in everyday life.
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