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Introduction 
 

In 

connectivity, social networks, sensing, machine learning and artificial intelligence, and new 
 

projects, represents Alphabet et. As part of this, Sidewalk Labs 

comprehensive portrait of how, when, and why people travel in urban areas (Bowden 2018). 
These interventions represent a kind of all-encompassing analysis of urban flows and processes, 
one that looks to data and technology in municipal governance. 
 Concerns around data control and privacy have been raised (Van Zoonen 2016). This 
paper echoes those concerns, yet seeks to further problematize the Sidewalk Labs project by 

Platform 
Capitalism (2017), Sidewalk Toronto can be viewed as an example of platform governance. This 
is a space within which privileged actors are encouraged to collect and use data to intervene in 
urban governance issues, in effect, denying the democratic subjectivity of the individual and 
replacing the individual citizen with the analysis of aggregate data. The idea of platform 
governance highlights two interlocking issues emerging in this case: the prominent role of the 
corporation in enacting the platform, and the reconceptualization of subjectivity that emerges 
through governance technology. 
 This paper begins to develop a theor
Sidewalk Toronto. The paper concludes with a potential ontological challenge - one that compels 
governance scholars to re-

 
 
Theories of Digital Governance 
 

Benjamin Bratton (2016) has put forth a theory that discusses the multifold layers of 
technological affect upon human populations and politics. In The Stack (2016), he has identified 
several types of emergent shifts in state-society relations that technology has produced. He 
argues that, in many ways, contemporary technological governance is conducted through the 
capturing of information, and the various programmed responses to such information. In this 

The state takes on the armature of a machine because the machine, The Stack, has already 

concrete and clear and example of the ways in which technologies take on important decision-
making activities. 
 Public administration and public policy literature has detailed the integration of the 
digital in administrative practices. A few decades ago, New Public Management introduced a 
form of administration which sought out (amongst other things) greater efficiencies through 
privatized procurement in the delivery of public services. Critics of New Public Management 
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have thoroughly explored these negative effects (Denhardt, J.N. and Denhardt, R., 2015). 
Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow and Tinkler (2006) argue that NPM has passed its heyday, yet its 
core operating principles remain, even if the directorial thrust of public administration is driven 
by new leading theories. In their assessment, Digital Era Governance has come to replace NPM 
with a digital-driven governance structure that allows for greater disintermediation between 
citizens and the public service as well as a greater integration of public sector agencies, however, 
they remain cautious of optimism given the milieu within which Digital Era Governance 

involvement in the digital operation of public services. At the local level, technology providers 
appear to have increasing amounts of curation and control over the direction of digital services 
and this paradigm seems to be entering an acute phase through the smart city. 
 The growing reach of internet media has moved fundamental questions regarding 
governing and the public sphere into the online world. Whether or not online communications 

property, and corporate monopoly control. Boyd (2007) has examined this complexity, 

public-
technological networks (boyd 2008, p 125). Social media sites, specifically Facebook, fall within 

 
te 

distinction brings these issues into conversation with governance theory and compels further 
theorization of how digital technology platforms are impacting democracy and citizenship.  
 
Platforms as Governance 
 

The role of the City of Toronto and Waterfront Toronto in the enactment of this project 
has been fraught with criticism. The project has been mired in secrecy and few or no details have 
been made public (Levinson-King, 2018). What has been released explains that Sidewalk 

hexagonal, modular pavement tiles that can melt away ice and change colour 
to alter traffic flow,
inspired by the meeting places of ancient Greece. -mitigating 
technology and ubiquitous sensors which will likely collect data on all movements within the 
space (Boisvert, 2018).  
 Many theories of governance offer useful insights into the smart city, however, I am 
interested in the ways that a specific digital domain, as expressed through the smart city, adds to 
these approaches. Srnicek (2017) describes 

different users: customers, advertisers, service providers, producers, suppliers, and even physical 
objects.

ons such as 
Google, Apple, Facebook and Amazon, but also exist in smaller variations.  
 Platform Capitalism (2017) centres on his analysis of 
digitally-driven capitalist configurations as novel sites of production and consumption, 
intensifying unequal class dynamics through the ownership of massive amounts of data as well 
as the entry and exit points of platform participation (52). While his analysis focuses on private 
or semi-private corporations, I believe a similar analysis may be useful for understanding the 
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movement towards smart city platforms in local governance contexts. The political economy of 
the platform informs an understanding of how smart city platforms emerge and operate, adding 
to network governance and digital governance theory. 
 The smart city is in many ways a platform  an enacted digital infrastructure based in 
cloud computing and attached to an integrated network of data collection and surveillance. 

references to the -
informed city space problematizes for democratic spaces. These platforms are interested in 

ublic spaces are challenged, if not erased. 
 The corporate connection is perhaps most salient to the rendering of a platform 
governance theory, since it draws the sphere for local governance in the delivery of services, 
zoning, housing and public spaces onto the digital platform offered by Alphabet. Arguably, the 
province and municipality still hold power de jure over these issues, however, Alphabet would in 
many ways have de facto control. This control re-defines the relationship between municipal 
government and city residents by making a third-party corporation the sole purveyor of these 
goods and services.  
 Smart city platforms encourage participation through the creation of applications and 
additions to the original platform, however, the goal of the platform provider is to gain a 
monopoly stronghold within their respective domains (Srnicek 2017, 135). Thus, while 

they remained tethered to the monopoly structure. Sidewalk Toronto, as understood through a 

pathways for entry and exit. One can enter or exit the Sidewalk Toronto space only as a 
consumer or producer of smart city applications  the relationship of a resident to their lived 
environment, as well as their pathways for local public discourse becomes effectively 
corporatized.  
 Srnicek explains, using the Marxist definition of labour, that value generated by users 
online creates surplus value for the corporate provider, and therefore enacts a class-based 
relationship (69). In the context of Sidewalk Toronto, there may be a similar dynamic at play. 
The human movement and data collected in the Sidewalk space will be monetized for research 
and development purposes as well as corporate gain. The act of governance then, as derived by 
Alphabet, will be a stripped-down understanding of democratic citizenship that merely responds 
to the efficient operation of urban spatiality, reinterpreted through a consumer-producer 
relationship and theft of labour value.   
 
Conclusion 
 

Platform governance tests an approach where the idea of a platform can begin to theorize 
the governance structures of smart cities. The platform acts as a meeting point for various groups 

build their own products, services, and 

ts bounds. 
 This smart city model, as demonstrated with Sidewalk Toronto, presents an ontological 
challenge to theories of governance. The role of technology and data in the decision-making 
structure of smart cities strengthens a form of quantified governmentality that forms through the 
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totalized creation of spaces that perform as public, but are embedded in a corporate platform 
provider. The ontological challenge is one that compels governance scholars to re-consider 
theoretical conceptions of agency if the structure of governance is founded and operates within 
corporate platforms.  
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