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Should the United States adopt something like Europe’s new Privacy Laws?

Introduction

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is a privacy law created by the European Union to give people more control over their personal data. Before GDPR, many companies collected, stored, and shared users' personal information without making it clear how the data would be used. The law requires organizations to receive clear consent before collecting personal information, explain how data will be used, protect that data from misuse, and allow people to access or delete their information. Companies that fail to follow these rules can receive large financial penalties. As technology continues to grow, more personal information is collected through websites, social media platforms, online shopping, and mobile applications even if people disagree with that. Sometimes websites don’t even give the option to disagree for not collecting their personal information. This has increased concerns about privacy, data security, and the ethical responsibilities of organizations that collect personal information. The United States currently has several privacy laws, but they are limited and do not provide the same level of protection as the GDPR. Because of this, many people believe stronger privacy protections are needed to reduce misuse of personal information and increase public trust.
In this case analysis, I will argue that Kantian Deontology shows that the United States should adopt privacy laws similar to Europe's GDPR because people have a moral right to control their personal information and organizations have a duty to respect that right, regardless of the benefits they may gain from collecting or using personal data.

Zimmer's View and Kantian Deontology

Michael Zimmer's article, "But the Data is Already Public," discusses the ethical problems of using personal information from social media for research. His main argument is that just because information is publicly available online does not mean researchers can use it without thinking about ethics. Zimmer explains a case where researchers collected Facebook profile information from nearly 1,700 college students to study their social networks. The researchers removed names and other obvious identifying details before sharing the data with other researchers because they believed this would protect the students' privacy. However, other people were still able to identify the university where the data came from, making it much easier to identify some of the students. This showed that simply removing names does not always protect people's privacy.
One of Zimmer's most important ideas is that privacy is about more than whether information is public or private. People often share information on social media with certain expectations. For example, a student may share information with classmates or friends but not expect that information to become part of a research database used by people around the world. Even if the information can technically be accessed, researchers still have an ethical responsibility to respect the person's expectations and obtain appropriate consent whenever possible. Zimmer also argues that researchers should carefully consider whether people could be identified even after personal information has been removed.
Zimmer also questions whether simply receiving approval from an Institutional Review Board (IRB) is enough. He believes researchers must think carefully about the possible harm their work could create, especially as technology makes it easier to combine different pieces of information and identify individuals. Ethical research should protect people's dignity and privacy, not only follow minimum legal requirements.
Kantian Deontology is a good ethical tool for analyzing this case because it focuses on duty, respect, and treating every person as an end in themselves rather than as a means to achieve another goal. According to Immanuel Kant, people should never be used simply to benefit others. Instead, every person deserves respect because they have dignity and the ability to make their own choices. This means individuals should have control over decisions involving their personal information.
Using Kantian Deontology, the actions of the researchers in Zimmer's case raise important ethical concerns. Although the researchers wanted to advance scientific knowledge, they did not receive informed consent from every student whose information was collected. The students were treated primarily as sources of data instead of individuals who had the right to decide how their information would be used. Even though the researchers removed names and believed they had protected privacy, they still failed to fully respect the students' autonomy because the information was collected and shared without their direct permission.
The same ethical reasoning can be applied to the GDPR and the question of whether the United States should adopt similar privacy laws. GDPR requires organizations to ask for clear consent before collecting or processing personal information. It also gives people the right to know what information is being collected, correct inaccurate information, and request that their data be deleted. These protections respect people's ability to make decisions about their own personal information rather than allowing companies to make those decisions for them.
From a Kantian perspective, stronger privacy laws are not simply about preventing harm or avoiding financial penalties. They are about recognizing that every individual deserves respect. Companies should not collect personal information simply because it is profitable or because the technology allows them to do so. Instead, they have a moral duty to be honest, transparent, and respectful toward the people whose data they collect.
For these reasons, Zimmer's article supports adopting stronger privacy protections like the GDPR. His analysis demonstrates that making data public does not eliminate ethical responsibilities. Respecting privacy requires more than removing names or following basic legal requirements. It requires treating individuals with dignity by giving them meaningful control over their personal information. Kantian Deontology strengthens this argument because it emphasizes that respecting human dignity and individual choice should always come before convenience, profit, or research benefits.

Buchanan's View and Kantian Deontology

Elizabeth Buchanan's article, "Considering the Ethics of Big Data Research: A Case of Twitter and ISIS/ISIL," examines the ethical challenges of big data research. She discusses a study in which researchers analyzed more than 119,000 public Twitter accounts to identify people who supported or interacted with ISIS. While Buchanan agrees that the research methods may help improve public safety, she argues that the ethical issues are much more complicated than simply using publicly available information. She believes researchers must think carefully about privacy, consent, individual rights, and the possible consequences of collecting and analyzing large amounts of personal data.
One of Buchanan's central ideas is the concept of the "data subject." In traditional research, people are called human subjects because they knowingly participate in a study and are usually asked for informed consent. However, in big data research, people often become data subjects without knowing they are part of a study. Their online activities, posts, likes, comments, and social connections are collected and analyzed without their knowledge. Buchanan questions whether these data subjects should have the same rights as traditional research participants, including the right to privacy and informed consent.
Another important idea in Buchanan's article is that researchers should think about the future consequences of their work. Even when data is collected from public sources, advanced technology can combine different pieces of information to identify individuals or reveal personal details about them. Buchanan explains that researchers should not only ask whether they can collect data but also whether they should collect it. Ethical decisions should consider how the data might be used in the future and whether it could cause unexpected harm.
Buchanan also points out that big data research is becoming more common in many fields, including education, healthcare, business, and law enforcement. Because technology is advancing so quickly, current laws and ethical guidelines often struggle to keep up. She argues that researchers, governments, and organizations need stronger ethical standards to ensure that technological progress does not come at the expense of individual rights.
Kantian Deontology provides a strong ethical framework for understanding Buchanan's concerns. According to Kant, every person deserves respect because they are rational human beings who can make their own decisions. This means organizations should never use people simply as sources of information or data. Individuals should always be treated as ends in themselves, not merely as tools for research, business, or government purposes.
Applying Kantian ethics to Buchanan's article shows why stronger privacy protections are necessary. Although Twitter users may post information publicly, many do not expect their data to be collected, combined with other information, and analyzed by researchers or government agencies. They have not freely agreed to participate in these studies. From a Kantian perspective, this fails to respect their autonomy because they are denied the opportunity to decide how their personal information is used.
This ethical concern also supports adopting privacy laws like the GDPR in the United States. GDPR requires organizations to clearly explain why personal data is being collected and how it will be used. It also gives people the right to withdraw consent and request the deletion of their information. These protections recognize that individuals should remain in control of their personal data instead of allowing organizations to make those decisions without their knowledge.
Some people argue that stronger privacy laws could make research more difficult or reduce innovation. However, Kantian Deontology reminds us that moral duties are more important than convenience. Research can continue while respecting people's rights through transparency, informed consent whenever possible, and responsible handling of personal information. Ethical research does not require sacrificing individual dignity.
Overall, Buchanan's article supports the idea that modern technology has created new ethical challenges that existing laws do not fully address. Her discussion of data subjects, informed consent, and the risks of big data demonstrates why stronger privacy protections are needed. When viewed through the lens of Kantian Deontology, it becomes clear that the United States should adopt privacy laws similar to the GDPR because they better protect individual autonomy, respect human dignity, and ensure that personal information is handled ethically. This is everyone’s basic right. 



Conclusion

In conclusion, the United States should adopt privacy laws similar to the European Union's GDPR because they provide stronger protection for people's personal information and give individuals greater control over how their data is collected and used. Both Zimmer and Buchanan show that the growth of social media and big data has created new ethical challenges that cannot be solved by simply removing names from datasets or claiming that information is already public. Their articles demonstrate that privacy, informed consent, and respect for individuals remain important even when data is available online.
Using Kantian Deontology strengthens this conclusion because it teaches that every person should be treated with dignity and respect. Organizations have a moral duty to be honest, obtain meaningful consent whenever possible, and avoid using people only as sources of data. Privacy laws like the GDPR help ensure that companies and researchers meet these ethical responsibilities.
Some people argue that stronger privacy laws could make research more expensive or slow technological innovation. While these concerns are understandable, protecting individual rights should remain a priority. Researchers and businesses can still develop new technologies while following ethical standards that respect privacy and informed consent. As technology continues to advance, the United States should update its privacy laws to better protect its citizens and promote responsible data practices. Stronger privacy laws will help build public trust and create a more ethical digital society. More people will trust them and their businesses will grow better. They just have to earn this trust.


