




CHAPTER THREE 

THE DISCOVERY OF 

BEHAVIORAL SURPLUS 

He watched the stars and noted birds in flight; 

A river flooded or a for tress fell: 

He made predictions that were sometimes right; 

His lucky guesses were rewarded well. 

-W. H. AUDEN

SONNETS FROM CHINA, VI 

1. Google: The Pioneer of Surveillance Capitalism

Google is to surveillance capitalism what the Ford Motor Company and Gen­

Motors were to mass-production-based managerial capitalism. New eco­

. nomic logics and their commercial models are discovered by people in a time 

and place and then perfected through trial and error. In our time Google be­

came the pioneer, discoverer, elaborator, experimenter, lead practitioner, role 

model, and diffusion hub of surveillance capitalism. GM and Ford's iconic 

status as pioneers of twentieth-century capitalism made them enduring ob­

of scholarly research and public fascination because the lessons they had 

to teach resonated far beyond the individual companies. Google's practices 

deserve the same kind of examination, not merely as a critique of a single 
company but rather as the starting point for the codification of a powerful 
new form of capitalism. 

With the triumph of mass production at Ford and for decades thereaf­
ter, hundreds of researchers, businesspeople, engineers, journalists, and 
scholars would excavate the circumstances of its invention, origins, and



































96 PART I: THE FOUNDATIONS OF SURVEILLANCE CAPITALISM 

all for the sake of capturing "predictive feature interactions" and deliverin 
"state-of-the-art performance" to improve click-through rates.97 Thousan 
of contributions like these, some incremental and some dramatic, equa 
to an expensive, sophisticated, opaque, and exclusive twenty-first-centur
"means of production." 

3. The products: Machine intelligence processes behavioral surplus int
prediction products designed to forecast what we will feel, think, and do: 
now, soon, and later. These methodologies are among Google's most cloself
guarded secrets. The nature of its products explains why Google repeatedly 
claims that it does not sell personal data. What? Never! Google executives 
like to claim their privacy purity because they do not sell their raw material; 
Instead, the company sells the predictions that only it can fabricate from it 
world-historic private hoard of behavioral surplus. 

Prediction products reduce risks for customers, advising them where and 
when to place their bets. The quality and competitiveness of the product are 
a function of its approximation to certainty: the more predictive the product; 

the lower the risks for buyers and the greater the volume of sales. Google has 

learned to be a data-based fortune-teller that replaces intuition with science 
at scale in order to tell and sell our fortunes for profit to its customers, but 
not to us. Early on, Google's prediction products were largely aimed at sales 

of targeted advertising, but as we shall see, advertising was the beginning of 

the surveillance project, not the end. 

4. The marketplace: Prediction products are sold into a new kind of mar­
ket that trades exclusively in future behavior. Surveillance capitalism's profits 

derive primarily from these behavioral futures markets. Although advertis­

ers were the dominant players in the early history of this new kind of mar­

ketplace, there is no reason why such markets are limited to this group. The 

new prediction systems are only incidentally about ads, in the same way thar 

Ford's new system of mass production was only incidentally about automo­

biles. In both cases the systems can be applied to many other domains. The 

already visible trend, as we shall see in the coming chapters, is that any actor 

with an interest in purchasing probabilistic information about our behavior 

and/or influencing future behavior can pay to play in markets where the be­

havioral fortunes of individuals, groups, bodies, and things are told and sold . 

(see Figure 2). 
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Surveillance capitalism begins with the discovery of 
behavioral surplus. More behavioral data are 
rendered than required for service improvements. 
This surplus feeds machine intelligence - the new 
means of production - that fabricates predictions of 
user behavior. These products are sold to business 
customers in new behavioral futures marfzets. The 
Behavioral Value Reinvestment Cycle is 
subordinated to this new logic. 
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Figure 2: The Discovery of Behavioral Surplus


