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In the reading, Siva Vaidhyanathan discusses Google Street View as an example of how different technologies can create ethical problems which are related to privacy and surveillance. Google Street View allows users to view streets and neighborhoods around the world through images taken by vehicles from google with cameras. While this service is useful for navigation, travel, and even like planning, it also raised serious concerns. Many people were uncomfortable with their homes, neighborhoods, or even themselves being photographed on the street and shared online without permission. Google’s approach was to publish the images first and allow people to request removal later. This meant privacy protection was not automatic and required you to have to go through hoops. 
Vaidhyanathan shows that reactions to Street View differed across countries. In the United States, concerns faded quickly as people focused on the service’s usefulness instead. In other places, such as Japan, Germany, and Canada, stronger privacy norms led to public backlash and resistance. A key issue in the case is the imbalance of power. Google controlled what was shown and how, while we as people had little control over how they appeared.
In this case analysis, I will argue that using Floridi’s Information Ethics and Grimmelmann’s theory of platform governance shows that Google should have implemented Street View in a more ethical way by prioritizing privacy by default and have respect for local social norms.
Floridi Article
Luciano Floridi’s Information Ethics is useful for analyzing Google Street View because it focuses on how actions affect the overall information environment.  Floridi argues that people are not just physical beings but also informational beings which kind of means individuals should have moral protection when their information is collected or shared.
One important idea in Floridi’s work is informational dignity. People should have control over how information about them is created and used. Google Street View challenges this idea because it made images of people’s homes, streets, and themselves public by default. Even when Google blurred faces or license plates, people could still often be identified by location or maybe body type. This means people lost control over how they appeared online.
It was also argued that privacy is not just about hiding information but about control over personal information. Google’s opt out system kind of goes against this idea. So, people had to discover the images themselves and then request removal. This process assumes that everyone is aware of Street View, knows how to use it, and has the time to respond. As Vaidhyanathan explains, this places a greater burden on people who are less technologically skilled, maybe like older people.
From an Information Ethics perspective, Google increased harm in the infosphere by prioritizing convenience over care and responsibility. Once an image is online, it can be copied and shared even if Google later removes it, meaning the damage cannot always be undone. Floridi would argue that powerful people like Google have a responsibility to reduce harm before it happens, not just respond afterward.
A more ethical approach, based on Floridi’s ideas, would have been for Google to protect privacy by default. This could include limiting images of people’s homes, notifying communities before publishing images, or requiring opt in consent for certain spaces. These steps would respect individuals as informational beings and help maintain a healthier infosphere. Using Information Ethics, the right thing for Google to do would have been to design Street View in a way that didn’t cause harm while still providing benefits.
Grimmelmann Article
James Grimmelmann’s work focuses on how online platforms act as systems of governance. He argues that platforms like Google are not neutral tools, they make rules that shape how people behave and interact. Even if these rules are not laws, they still have real effects on society.
One key idea from Grimmelmann is that platforms often ignore social norms while technically following the law. In the case of Google Street View, the service was legal in many countries but still caused public outrage. In Japan, for example, residential streets are seen as part of personal living space. Photographing them felt invasive, even if it was legally allowed. Grimmelmann would argue that ethical platforms should respect these social norms in different places and not just meet legal minimums.
Another important concept is power imbalance. Google had complete control over Street View’s design and rollout. The average person had little say in how they or their homes were displayed. This reflects what Vaidhyanathan calls the “asymmetry of the gaze,” where people can be watched without knowing who is watching them. Grimmelmann argues that when platforms create these kinds of imbalances, they have a responsibility to act fairly and transparently.
Google’s opt out model placed responsibility on individuals rather than the company, although, Google claimed people had a choice, that choice required effort and knowledge. Grimmelmann would argue that this is not really fairness, because not everyone is equally able to protect themselves.
Using Grimmelmann’s framework, a more ethical implementation of Street View would involve shared decision making. Google could have worked with local governments and communities, provided clear warnings before launching, or allowed neighborhoods to choose whether to be included. This would treat Google not just as a company, but as a powerful actor with social responsibilities. From this perspective, the right action would have been for Google to design Street View with public input and respect for local values.
Conclusion
Google Street View shows how new technologies can create ethical problems when companies focus more on convenience than responsibility. Floridi’s Information Ethics highlights how Google failed to protect individuals’ control over their personal information by making exposure the default. Grimmelmann’s platform theory shows that Google acted as a powerful rule maker without properly considering social norms or power imbalances.
A more ethical approach would have included privacy by default, consent before publication, and stronger attention to cultural differences. Some might argue that these changes would reduce the usefulness of Street View or slow innovation. However, ethical design does not stop innovation, it helps ensure that innovation respects people and communities.
There are challenges in creating one system that works ethically across the world, and no solution would be perfect. Still, understanding these difficulties does not just remove Google’s responsibility. This type of decision making is about choosing better options, even when they are harder. In this case, Google had the ability to protect privacy more carefully and should have done so.
