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The Exploitation of Privacy: Can It Be Justified?

Written By Jin Hee Lee
English Language and Literature, Yonsei University ('16)

It is not an exaggeration to say that we live in
a technologically driven world. Cars are driven a
utomatically, students are taught in cyber classro
oms, and with a single click of a button our privac
y can be hacked. Three individuals, Glenn Greenw
ald, Jon Ronson, and Neil M. Richards, discuss the
dangers that could occur if privacy were to fall int
o the wrong hands. Although their definitions of p
rivacy may be different, they share the common i

dea that privacy, if thrown into the wrong hands,

can be abused, leading into hazardous situations.
Greenwald explains that our society would be on
e “that breeds conformity and obedience and submission” (Greenwald) if people were to live knowing that
they were constantly being monitored. Essentially, he is saying that the erasure of privacy would lead to th
e erasure of individuality, as portrayed in George Orwell’s novel 1984. Similarly, Richards states that privac
y is all about information, and that information has a direct connection to power. Richards emphasizes the
power behind privacy and why someone would want to abuse it. In addition, Ronson explores the consequ
ences that occur when those with power misuse it unknowingly. He mentions people who were all publicly
shamed by others online, with the users shaming them most likely not realizing the effect and power of the
ir words. To them, it may have been a simple tweet stating their opinion, but it led to the downfall of anoth
er person’s life.

Technology has led to an online following becoming power. Once a person with such authority tweets a c
ouple of words in response, the people involved in these situations were met with their downfalls. Like Rich
ards mentions, privacy is about information which also leads to power, and in these situations, people who
have more power can abuse the privacy of other individuals with less power online. Ronson portrays powe
r through Twitter followers and Facebook friends, and shows the danger of privacy violation, leading to the
conclusion that people with power online can violate the privacy of other individuals which leads to their tr

agic downfalls.
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So, how much does technology really impact our everyday lives? There was never a moment in my life
where | ever considered privacy and technology to be this closely interwoven. While | was aware that priva
cy could be violated through technology (especially in terms of social network), these readings have brough
t me new insight and has me rethinking how | control my information on a digital platform. However, | coul
dn’t help but question some of their claims as well. All three authors make out the invasion of privacy to be
a bad thing, but | believe that if used correctly it could be positive as well.

Greenwald and Ronson talk as if constant surveillance and invasion of privacy is a terrible thing. Yet, | kno

w that we need surveillance to be safe whether it be on a national or personal level. There are surveillance

cameras on the streets and in stores to protect us in case, for example, we were to be robbed. Without su
ch surveillance, it would be almost impossible to catch suspects. Additionally, people fear terrorism and ot
her national threats which can effectively be stopped through the proper use of technology. The monitorin
g of our online searches is used mainly so the government knows what is going on with its people. Whenev
er a school shooting occurs where the suspect is young, the investigators always go through their internet
searches because they are bound to leave behind clues. For example, if the student implanted a bomb, the
y were usually involved with violent online games as well as actively searching how to build a bomb. Or if t
hey used a gun, they would have searched online how to probably get one and use it. Can surveillance of o
ur online activity when done for security really be called an invasion of privacy? People want to feel secure
d, but then shame the government for going through their searches. | think it is highly hypocritical of peopl
e to want their privacy protected yet also want to feel secured. | don’t think security can occur without the
exploitation of our personal privacy, and when done in moderate levels there is absolutely no harm behind
it. The three authors all mention the importance of privacy, and while | do agree that our privacy should be
respected, | don’t believe people should fear giving it up, exploiting their own privacy if it is for personal or

national security.
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Greenwald, Ronson, and Richards all have a unified message: the idea of privacy and maintaining it is imp
ortant. Their reasoning behind it may be different, but they emphasize why society still needs privacy. It al
| leads back to the question: can the exploitation of privacy ever be justified? If referring to exploitation suc
h as public shaming of other individuals online, then no. One stupid, controversial post online should not le
ad to a downfall of a human being. Online forums and social networking sites exist so people can express th
eir thoughts and just because their thoughts were misinterpreted by others online doesn’t mean they shoul
d have to live in a world of seclusion. However, when it comes to exploiting the privacy of potential terroris
ts or other national threats, then it should be justified. People need to be able to feel safe, and that can onl
y be achieved through the violation of privacy. The only way we can feel safe in a terrifying world is by offer

ing to exploit our own privacy. It's the least we can do to ensure safety.
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Glenn Greenwald. “Why Privacy Matters.” TED, Oct 2014,
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