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When Jamie Susskind’s Future Politics: Living Together in a World Transformed by Tech, was
taken for reading I had to confront a question that may also be in the minds of readers of this
review: why return to a book published in 2018, when several years have passed since its
publication? Conventionally, book reviews occupy themselves with recent works and journals tend
to welcome reflections on the newest entries in scholarly and public debates. And yet, Future
Politics demands our attention still, perhaps more urgently today than at the time of its first
publication. The reason is that many of the transformations that Susskind predicted in 2018 have
become tangible realities in the subsequent years. Data-driven technologies are rapidly growing
and with them the basic equations of power, freedom, and life itself also get changed. In this sense,
it is not an exaggeration to say that Susskind’s book is one of a kind that gets ‘reprinted in renewed
editions’ with every fresh reading.

Susskind’s central argument is that “technology affects us not just as consumers but as citizens.
In the twenty-first century, the digital is political” (6). This formulation carries an important
implication regarding the changing roles of political actors of our times. The ‘political’ is no longer
confined to parliaments, constitutions, or public squares, as it was previously, but it is encoded in
the networks od software, hardware, platforms, and infrastructures. Susskind insists that the digital
domain is not an external layer laid upon politics; it is the new arena in which politics itself is being
constituted. He thus cautions that to miss this key point is to misrecognize the stakes of our time.

The book is structured in six parts, each grappling with a foundational category of
contemporary political thought. In the opening and the foundational part, The Digital Lifeworld,
Susskind sketches the background conditions of the new technological era. He places the three
features which define the world as we are entering in this era. They are, a) technologies are
becoming increasingly capable: they are exceeding the human ability in perception, calculation,
and even judgment. b) they are increasingly integrated: embedded in every aspect of daily life
from our workplaces to our bedrooms; and c) they are increasingly quantified, transforming the
previously qualitative aspects of existence such as habits, preferences, health, even intimacy, into
streams of data. These three tendencies form the stage upon which political life is to be reimagined.
This part is constituted by the first four chapters of the book. Lifeworld (or Lebenswelt) as an idea
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which refers to the pre-reflective everyday world, which was originally introduced by Edmund
Husserl has been echoed and extended by Susskind to link our changing everydayness amidst the
digital era.

Talk about politics is after all about power and power relationship. Building on the foundation
of the first part of the book Susskind develops the second part, Future Power. It contains chapters
five to nine, and it develops a taxonomy of how power is exercised in digital societies. He
identifies three modes of digital power: force, scrutiny, and perception-control. Force takes the
form of technological systems that directly constrain human action. For example, think about an
autonomous vehicle, which is already a reality fully or partly at the time of writing this, that simply
refuses to exceed a particular speed limit, say 60 km/hr regardless of the driver’s will to transcend
that limit. Scrutiny is the pervasive surveillance that accompanies data capture. Due to this, our
activities, movements, and even thoughts are tracked and stored for future use by multinational
corporations and the governments. Perception-control is subtler but more covert. We have already
entered into a world where algorithms filter our news feeds, determine what we see and do not see,
shape our preferences, and urge us toward certain choices, as it is evident from the social media
pages that we surf often. As Susskind crisply puts it, “This means that those who control the
technologies of force, scrutiny, and perception-control will be powerful; and those who don’t will
be correspondingly powerless. My contention is that, over time, power will grow more
concentrated in the hands of the state and large tech companies.” (89). What comes out as a result
is a picture of power that is made up of devices and systems that quietly yet deeply set the rules for
our lives. “Digital technologies exert power on us when we interact with them, by defining what
we can and can’t do, by scrutinizing us, and by controlling what we perceive of the world. In the
digital lifeworld, such technologies will be everywhere” (98).

The third part, Future Liberty, deals with the age-old political question of freedom, but with
what can be called as a digital twist. The author addresses the problem of liberation and technology
as to whether technology will be liberating human beings or not. He discusses both the sides of the
argument; the techno optimist one which provides an affirmative answer to the question and that of
techno-sceptic who doubts the viability of such an affirmation. This part of the book which runs
through chapters ten and eleven, presents a bunch of ideas available in classical political thought
and develops them further. These include ideas such as digital libertarianism, the view that freedom

means freedom from technology or in Susskind’s own terms, “freedom begins where technology
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ends” (205), digital liberalism; the view that technology should be designed in such a way that such
technologies should provide freedom for the individual, digital confederalism; the view that the
best possible state of freedom for individuals is where s/he can opt for what s/he thinks the best
(digital) technology for him or her, digital paternalism v; the view that technology should be
devised to protect people from the harmful consequences of their actions, and finally digital
republicanism; the view that nobody should be subject to the arbitrary power of those who can
control digital technology. Susskind advocates digital republicanism as a theoretical position from
which he wants to address the question of freedom in the digital age. Susskind’s view can be seen
here as engaging with Isaiah Berlin’s famous distinction between negative and positive liberty and
argues that neither of the two is adequate for the world we now live in. Negative liberty a condition
of being free from interference does not capture how our choices can be subtly narrowed by
systems and algorithms even when no other human being is directly forcing us. Positive liberty
which is understood as the pursuit of self-realization also falls short, because self-realization does
not mean true if the very sense of self is being manipulated and shaped by digital prompts. To
move beyond these limits, Susskind suggests a rethinking of freedom for the digital era: liberty
should be judged by how far we are able to influence and govern the technologies that, in turn,
influence and govern us. As he puts it, “What’s new is that digital technology will give them a
potency that far exceeds any previous instruments of power known to humankind. The main
consequence for politics, I suggest, will be that those who control these technologies of power will
be increasingly able to control the rest of us. (22-3). This marks a quiet but significant shift from
thinking of freedom as an individual’s personal autonomy to seeing it as a collective responsibility
to govern the infrastructures of digital power. In this sense, Susskind’s vision resonates with
republican traditions that view liberty as freedom from domination than with Berlin’s idea of
positive freedom. Berlin warned that positive liberty can be risky. If freedom means realizing our
‘true self,” then someone else like a government or a tech giant might claim to know what our true
self really is. In that case, they could force us to act in certain ways ‘for our own good,” while still
calling it freedom. This is how the idea of self-mastery could slip into a justification for control or
even authoritarianism.

From future liberty, the argument moves to future democracy in the fourth part. He points to
the condition that if liberty is endangered by algorithmic control, democracy faces an equally grave

threat when political authority is substituted by code. This is thematically covered by chapters
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twelve and thirteen. Susskind warns that the rules of collective life will increasingly be inscribed in
software. Law is no longer solely the domain of legislatures; it is embedded in the design choices
of engineers and corporations. Moreover, the democratic public sphere itself is fragmented by
digital platforms. Instead of deliberative assemblies, we find algorithmically curated echo
chambers, vulnerable to manipulation by bots, misinformation, and targeted advertising as we often
witness in our times which is otherwise termed as post-truth era. Democracy, in this view, is not
only threatened by external authoritarian actors but from within, by the infrastructures of
communication that were once thought to empower it. Susskind offers as a solution to the threats of
democracy in the digital era is the idea of direct democracy or what he calls Wiki democracy
against Al democracy or Data democracy. In the latter, the script of freedom is written by Al
systems where in the former human beings in large numbers participate in defining freedom. We
have examples like the collaboratively built open-source projects like Linux, Ubuntu etc. which
was often embodied by democratic and egalitarian value.

The fifth part, Future Justice, turns to the normative questions of fairness and recognition. It is
a relatively lengthy part of the book which comprises chapters fourteen to eighteen. It portrays a
future (which is already present!) world largely mediated by algorithms in which social justice will
be increasingly determined by opaque systems that allocate jobs, credit, housing, and health
resources. Susskind calls it algorithmic injustice. But beyond distributive justice, Susskind
emphasizes recognitional justice: the ways in which algorithms rank, categorize, and confer social
worth upon individuals. In predictive policing both in law-enforcement and otherwise, in
automated hiring for jobs, in individual financial credit scores, we face the risk of algorithms
creating new kinds of unfair treatment. These biases are not just mistakes. They can be deeply
humiliating, building exclusion and inequality into the very design of digital systems. The author
warns that tech-monopolies which are powerhouses of the digital era will make the path for justice
difficult. Even while we may think that if a tech-giant is monopolising our perception of justice,
another digital giant which seemingly offers an alternative can be equally hijacking the same. This
takes us to see exactly how politics in future is going to work.

In the sixth and the last part christened as Future Politics closes the book by calling for
remedies to several of the challenges discussed under a variety of themes. Susskind urges us to
resist domination by technologies through two broad strategies: transparency and a renewed

separation of powers. Transparency is meant to ensure that algorithmic systems are open to
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scrutiny, though he acknowledges the technical and institutional challenges here. The proposed
separation of powers is an attempt to prevent the monopolization of digital authority by any single
actor, whether state or corporate. He then argues that much in the same way liberal political theory
insisted on checks and balances between branches of government, in the emerging situation, we
must devise mechanisms to check the digital powers of force, scrutiny, and perception-control.
This part encompasses chapters nineteen and twenty.

It is worth to reflect on the author himself here because the tone and ambition of the book are
inseparable from his intellectual persona. Jamie Susskind is a British barrister by training, but
Future Politics reveals him as much more: a political theorist, a technologist, and a cultural critic.
His legal sensibility perhaps equips him to chalk out the regulatory dimensions of emerging
technologies. His political imagination situates these developments within the broad traditions of
liberal and democratic thought. And his philosophical bent surfaces in the narrative through well-
placed invocations of canonical thinkers and ideas. It is this combination lawyerly precision,
political vision, and philosophical depth that made the book stand out.

The book’s strengths are considerable and one of them is its clarity. Susskind explains complex
technical matters without jargon, guiding readers through artificial intelligence and blockchain with
an ease. Another is its normative ambition. Future Politics insists that concepts like power, liberty,
democracy, and justice must be re-examined. His reminder that “before politics disappears or
become something different altogether, the fates of liberty, democracy and social justice are in our
hands” (366) underscores the importance of rethinking. The book is also notable for its
interdisciplinary sweep: philosophy, tech-science, law and sociology are woven together in a single
narrative. And perhaps most importantly, the book’s relevance has only grown with time. What
once seemed speculative or next to impossible are now rampant. Scandals such as Cambridge
Analytica, where millions of Facebook users’ data was misused to manipulate elections, Aadhaar’s
privacy risks, WhatsApp misinformation, etc. confirm Susskind’s farsightedness.

Future Politics also has weaknesses that deserve attention. Main among them is the thinness of
its prescriptions which were presented by the author in terms of remedies. Transparency and
separation of powers are powerful slogans, but as remedies they lack detail. How, in practice, can
algorithms be made transparent when their complexity surpasses human comprehension remains an
open question after the last page is turned over. The political institutions which should enforce a

separation of powers will be limited in power in a world where transnational corporations operate
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beyond the jurisdiction of any single state. Susskind points to the right direction here but leaves the
hard and concrete questions in this regard unanswered.

Despite this, the philosophical resonances of the book are undeniable. Concerns resurface in
Susskind’s warnings about today’s platform monopolies, where a few powerful companies control
the flow of information. In doing so, they shape the very conditions under which public opinion is
formed. Incidentally, the term ‘WhatsApp University’ has even entered our vocabulary to refer to
the flood of half-truths, propaganda, and conspiracy theories that circulate daily on smartphone
applications and often pass for political education. Shoshana Zuboft’s diagnosis of “surveillance
capitalism” runs in parallel, though Susskind is more attentive to political than economic grammar.
This book remains indispensable for all these reasons.

This review has not addressed every aspect of the book, but it highlights its central arguments
and philosophical significance. Neither is the case that it traversed through each and every detail of
the larger grounds that the book covers. The book is a significant and timely contribution to
contemporary debates on technology and politics. Its prospective readers can range from
undergraduates to advance researchers and anyone who wish to reflect on the changing terrain of
politics in the digital age. Each chapter of the book reminds us that we can no longer afford to
study politics without studying the technological, especially the digital infrastructures that encode
it. The grammar of politics is now written in code, and whether we can rewrite that grammar

democratically remains the big challenge for the humanity of our time
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