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Abstract: As the importance of data has grown increasingly prominent, the claim that “data is the new oil”
has become commonplace today. The “Data-as-Oil” Thesis, much like international legal tools such as the “doctrine
of terra nullius” in the history of capitalist colonialism, serves as an ideological instrument for contemporary
capitalism to advance data colonialism across the globe. The“Data-as-Oil” Thesis consists of three logics: the
early “refining” logic negates and obscures the human labor embodied in data and its products, so as to conceal
the appropriation of surplus labor; the “resource” logic claims that data is ownerless, thereby seeking to legitimize
capitalism’s primitive accumulation of data; and the “monopoly” logic pursues monopolistic wealth and power
by exercising control over the digital stack. The “Data-as-Oil” Thesis provides discursive cover and support for
capitalism to plunder data resources and exploit surplus value globally. Against this backdrop, dispelling the
misconceptions of the “Data-as-Oil” Thesis and advocating the concept of data factors with collective ownership,
sharing and governance by the people has become an urgent issue demanding attention.
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