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#1. Hedgehogs Community and Privacy in the Digital World
By Yeongjae Lee, Senior (English Language and Literature, Yonsei University)

From 'The Hedgehog’s Dilemma’, Arthur Schopenhauer argues that the hedgehogs make a minimum
distance on a cold winter because they learn from experience that they would eventually poke each other
with their spines if they get too close; still they should cuddle up to stay warm. Users of social media such
as Facebook or Instagram are like hedgehogs in the digital world. Like the hedgehogs cuddling up, users
often voluntarily reveal their private information and want to know the others as well. But, getting into
close relationships has a side effect similar to the hedgehogs poking each other with their quills. Users
would end up violating privacy of others if expose too much private information. Thus, making a minimum
distance, the willingness to protect privacy becomes a crucial issue. Based on this stance, privacy is a social
construct rather than an intrinsic right in the digital world.

First, the definition of ‘privacy’ itself reveals its social characteristic. The concept of privacy can
be changed by different society, and “has broad historical roots in sociological and anthropological
discussions about how extensively it is valued and preserved in various cultures (Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy).” For instance, recent research suggests that the motivations of sharing personal data online
are varied by cultures; “[i]n some cultures, openness to strangers is less familiar, while networking outside
the in-group can be a strong motivator in other cultures (Richard 2015).” In other words, the perception
of privacy depends on cultures in that almost all cultures seem to value privacy in different ways. The
difficulty to define privacy clearly suggests that privacy is subject to values of society which makes privacy
as a culturally relative term.

Next, privacy is heavily relied upon consciousness and interaction between users in the
digital world. “Man is a political animal.” Referring to Aristotle’s famous saying, humans are
social beings so they tend to gather together. The development of technology enables people
all around the world to interact in virtual reality, and privacy occurs as a by-product of that
interaction. Some may argue that privacy is an intrinsic right which can exist individually, but we




should consider the fact that society is made up of a group of people. If people can live separately and not
interact with each other, the boundaries of privacy would become ambiguous. The private information
is differentiated from public information because people are conscious of each other. For instance, an
option of private account and private policies in social networking services explain that users are sensitive
about what other people think about them. Hence, privacy is a matter of what users do or do not want
to share with others among their private information, which is often related to sensitive issues such as
identification numbers, addresses, sexual orientation, religious beliefs, and political stance. Therefore, the
notion of privacy in the digital world stems from a particular society and cultural background.

Moreover, privacy is constructed by members of society, mostly web providers and government.
This fact can be assured by asking this question: Do you agree to receive marketing messages by clicking
“I Agree”? Most of the users are so accustomed to ticking the box of “I Agree” without considering the
consequences. In reality, we have no choice but to agree to all of the regulations which providers give if
we want to join a web site or download an application. In this sense, privacy is socially constructed by
dominant members of society, and users are often bound together by the web regulations. It reveals social
characteristic of online privacy, suggesting dangers of its violation at the same time. For instance, the
massive credit card data theft happened 2014 in South Korea shows that customer details were stolen “by
a worker at the Korea Credit Bureau, a company that offers risk management and fraud detection services
(Yan 2014).” Surprisingly, the worker was able to copy data onto an external drive secretly over a year and
a half because he was able to access to various databases. Furthermore, “there have been huge amount
of Korean private information spilled to China which are sold about 50 won per information” according
to Lim, Chae-Ho who is a professor of KAIST Graduate School of Information Security. These incidents
related to the online privacy violation reveal that online personal information is not an exclusive property
of individual, but also can be publicly used in profit-making by providers and governments. Therefore, it
refutes a theory that privacy is an intrinsic right which is belongs to an individual, thus cannot be violated.

Still, there are those who believe that privacy is an intrinsic right because it is essential and unalienable.
This logic is often used to criticize the problem of privacy violation in the cyberspace while advocating the
individual rights against it in that the problem of privacy violation becomes more crucial along with the
development of technology. However, understanding privacy as a social construct does not mean that it
underestimates the individual rights. Rather, it seeks the way to ensure personal freedom and security
at the extent to which is mutually beneficial. For instance, “the balance between security and privacy
swings toward security in the United States after the 9/11 incident” (Klau 2015). Considering this fact,
private information related to religion and politics can be used to prevent potential terrorism which can
ensure the security of the majority. In addition, private information can be used to enhance the efficiency
of collecting and classifying information. For instance, Google Trips helps users to plan their adventure
based on their area of interest and the period of travelling using the power of big data (Morrison 2016).
“When protecting individual rights, we as a society decide to hold back in order to receive the benefits of
creating the kinds of free zones for individuals to flourish” as Solove suggests (762). In other words, privacy




in the digital world is shaped by the society to promote efficiency for individuals. Solove adds that
considerations of privacy “express conflicts affecting everyone, no longer arise out of particular individual
problems” (763). That is, privacy issues are not confined to an individual because of its huge impacts
affecting almost everyone. Therefore, online privacy stems from a society and ends within the society, so
individual cannot be free from socially constructed system.

To sum up, privacy is a social construct because the notion itself has been created by cultural
backgrounds, and interaction of users allows differentiating private and public information. Also, privacy is
regulated by the laws of web providers and governments. Furthermore, focusing on the social context of
privacy has a benefit. We can find the mutually beneficial distance between users in cyberspace in relation
with personal freedom and national security, just like the hedgehogs found the adequate distance to live
together while not hurting others.
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