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[bookmark: _Toc218580415]Abstract
This dissertation develops an analytic account of neo-feudalism as an emergent configuration of political economy in which access to essential infrastructures is organized through private, often monopoly-like, control, and where value extraction increasingly takes the form of rents rather than profits generated through competitive production. Building on recent political-economic and critical-theory scholarship, the argument treats neo-feudalism not as a metaphor but as a set of institutional tendencies: platform gatekeeping, proprietary rule-making, asset-based income streams, algorithmic command over labour, and the enclosure of everyday life within contractually governed spaces. The dissertation synthesizes competing conceptualizations (including 'digital feudalism' and 'technofeudalism') and connects them to empirical domains: app-store governance, housing financialization, and algorithmic management. It concludes by outlining policy and collective-action pathways that target the underlying mechanisms of enclosure and dependence, emphasizing interoperability, antitrust enforcement, labour rights in digitally mediated work, and decommodified access to foundational services.
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[bookmark: _Toc218580416]1. Introduction
The concept of neo-feudalism has re-entered contemporary debates about capitalism amid rising inequality, the concentration of corporate power, and the expansion of rent-based income streams. In a growing body of scholarship, neo-feudalism names a configuration in which social reproduction and market participation are increasingly mediated by private infrastructures that set quasi-sovereign rules of access. Whereas classical feudalism relied on landed property, hereditary privilege, and personal relations of dependence, neo-feudalism operates through digital platforms, proprietary standards, and asset ownership. It is marked by gatekeeping, extraction, and lock-in that reduce meaningful exit options for households, workers, and firms.
[bookmark: _Toc218580417]Research problem and questions
This dissertation addresses three questions: (1) What distinguishes neo-feudalism from adjacent concepts such as monopoly capitalism, neoliberalism, and 'rentier capitalism'? (2) Through which mechanisms do contemporary institutions create dependence that resembles feudal relations of obligation and tribute? (3) What empirical indicators and policy levers can help evaluate and counter neo-feudal tendencies?
[bookmark: _Toc218580418]Contribution
The dissertation contributes by (a) offering a compact definition of neo-feudalism grounded in observable mechanisms; (b) integrating scholarship on platform governance, asset-based inequality, and algorithmic management; and (c) presenting focused case illustrations that show how rule-making and rent extraction intersect across domains.
[bookmark: _Toc218580419]2. Conceptual Foundations and Definitions
Neo-feudalism is used in multiple ways: as a metaphor for inequality; as a diagnosis of a transition beyond capitalism; and as a description of specific institutional logics. This dissertation treats neo-feudalism as a tendency within contemporary capitalism toward (i) enclosure of shared resources into privately governed spaces, (ii) extraction through rents, and (iii) the multiplication of dependency relations that restrict exit and voice.
[bookmark: _Toc218580420]2.1 Neo-feudalism and communicative capitalism
Jodi Dean argues that communicative capitalism is developing 'neofeudalising' tendencies as network effects, platformisation, and service-sector expansion intensify hierarchical dependence. In this view, platforms function as 'lords' that govern access to digital spaces and enforce proprietary rules, while users and dependent businesses provide labour, data, and payments within enclosed ecosystems (Dean, 2024). Dean extends this diagnosis in her book-length treatment of neo-feudalism, emphasizing rents, hoarding, and the expansion of servile labour as structural features of the present (Dean, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc218580421]2.2 Rentier capitalism and the centrality of assets
Neo-feudalism overlaps with, but is not identical to, accounts of 'rentier capitalism.' Christophers defines rentier capitalism as a regime where ownership of scarce assets (land, intellectual property, natural resources, platforms, contracts) becomes the dominant source of income and power, often at the expense of investment and productivity (Christophers, 2020). Neo-feudalism can be understood as a political form of rentier capitalism: rent extraction is coupled with rule-making and dependence, producing quasi-sovereign actors that govern domains of life through contract, code, and property rights.
[bookmark: _Toc218580422]2.3 Asset manager capitalism and concentrated control
A complementary perspective is the rise of 'asset manager capitalism,' where large asset managers occupy key nodes in the ownership and governance of corporations. Braun argues that concentrated share ownership among major asset managers reshapes corporate governance and can re-unite ownership and control in new ways, influencing economic outcomes and political power (Braun, 2021). This matters for neo-feudalism because control over assets and infrastructures can translate into rule-making capacity, shaping who can access markets, housing, or livelihoods on what terms.
[bookmark: _Toc218580423]3. Neo-feudalism as Enclosure and Rent Extraction
To operationalize neo-feudalism, this dissertation focuses on four mechanisms.
First, enclosure: resources and spaces that could be governed through public law or open standards become privately governed territories.
Second, rent extraction: income is increasingly derived from controlling access to assets or infrastructures rather than producing goods competitively.
Third, dependency and lock-in: switching costs, network effects, and contractual restrictions reduce exit options for users, workers, and firms.
Fourth, quasi-sovereign rule-making: private entities set and enforce rules that resemble public governance, often with limited transparency or accountability.
[bookmark: _Toc218580424]4. Case Illustrations
The following cases do not claim exhaustive empirical coverage. Rather, they illustrate how the mechanisms above operate in distinct sectors and how they reinforce one another.
[bookmark: _Toc218580425]4.1 Platform Rule-Making and App-Store Gatekeeping
Mobile app ecosystems provide a clear example of private rule-making. App stores mediate distribution, payments, and visibility, creating an environment where developers must comply with platform terms to reach users. The European Commission opened formal antitrust investigations into Apple's App Store rules in June 2020, focusing on restrictions such as mandatory in-app purchase systems and limitations on developers' ability to inform users about alternative purchasing options (European Commission, 2020). These features resemble feudal gatekeeping insofar as access to the market is conditional upon tribute payments and compliance with proprietary rules set unilaterally. Even where regulation intervenes, the baseline architecture remains an enclosure: the platform controls the territory, and participants compete within the platform's jurisdiction.
[bookmark: _Toc218580426]4.2 Housing Financialization and Landlord-Platform Convergence
Housing markets illustrate neo-feudal dependence through the commodification of shelter and the growth of institutional landlordism. A Philadelphia Fed working paper examining single-family rental markets reports that institutional investors have continued to expand their presence after the Great Recession and, upon acquisition, raise rents at substantially higher rates than typical increases, with neighborhood-level effects on rent growth (Lee & Wylie, 2024). Brookings similarly notes that while large institutional investors own a small share of the overall single-family rental stock, their share is concentrated in particular metropolitan areas and has grown, prompting policy concern regarding tenant protections and market power (Ellen et al., 2023). These dynamics align with neo-feudalism when households are compelled into long-term rent payments not because of preference but because asset ownership is increasingly out of reach. Dependence intensifies where housing access is mediated by corporate owners and data-driven screening systems, creating asymmetric power over mobility and life chances.
[bookmark: _Toc218580427]4.3 Algorithmic Management and Dependence in App-Mediated Work
Neo-feudal relations also appear in labour markets where platforms coordinate work through algorithmic management. The International Labour Organization describes algorithmic management as a growing phenomenon with implications for work organization and working conditions (ILO, 2022). In the gig economy, research on 'app-work' emphasizes how worker autonomy is constrained by opaque rating systems, dynamic pricing, and automated allocation of tasks (Duggan et al., 2020). From a neo-feudal perspective, platform workers operate within privately governed territories where rules are enforced through code, and where livelihood depends on maintaining standing within the platform's evaluative systems. The labour contract becomes a layered set of terms of service and behavioural metrics, which can be changed unilaterally, creating a renewed dependence analogous to obligations in feudal hierarchies.
[bookmark: _Toc218580428]5. Methods and Limits of the Approach
Methodologically, the dissertation employs a conceptual-analytic approach paired with illustrative case material. Rather than testing a single causal model, it specifies mechanisms that can be traced across domains and that yield testable propositions for further research. Limitations include (i) the risk of conceptual overreach, where neo-feudalism becomes a catch-all for multiple crises; (ii) sectoral variation, since some markets remain competitive and governed by public law; and (iii) cross-national differences in regulation and welfare institutions. The concept is best treated as a tendency and a diagnostic lens rather than a complete replacement for capitalism.
[bookmark: _Toc218580429]6. Discussion: Democracy, Citizenship, and the Politics of Exit
Neo-feudalism raises democratic concerns because quasi-sovereign private actors can govern vital infrastructures without the procedural accountability expected of public institutions. The relevant question is not only inequality but the transformation of citizenship into conditional access: participation in the digital economy, housing markets, and labour platforms is increasingly mediated through compliance with private rules. In classical liberal accounts, exit and competition discipline power; in neo-feudal settings, exit is costly because network effects, proprietary standards, and asset scarcity create lock-in. The decline of exit strengthens the political leverage of infrastructure owners and heightens the need for collective forms of voice - through unions, regulation, and democratic public alternatives.
[bookmark: _Toc218580430]7. Policy and Institutional Implications
Because neo-feudalism is defined by enclosure and dependence, effective interventions target the conditions that make exit costly and rent extraction durable. The following measures illustrate a policy portfolio rather than a single solution.
[bookmark: _Toc218580431]Interoperability and open standards
Mandate interoperability in platform markets where network effects create durable dominance, enabling switching and reducing lock-in.
[bookmark: _Toc218580432]Antitrust and pro-competition remedies
Strengthen merger review and conduct enforcement where gatekeepers control essential channels of distribution or payment; require fair access rules and, where justified, structural separation.
[bookmark: _Toc218580433]Labour rights for platform work
Clarify employment status and ensure minimum standards for pay transparency, due process in deactivation, and contestability of algorithmic decisions in app-mediated work.
[bookmark: _Toc218580434]Housing decommodification and tenant protections
Expand non-market and mixed-income housing options; tighten rules around eviction, rent increases, and algorithmic screening; and improve data transparency on ownership concentration.
[bookmark: _Toc218580435]Public digital infrastructure
Develop public options for identity, payments, and civic digital services that reduce dependence on private intermediaries, consistent with the argument that data infrastructures can be governed for collective ends.
[bookmark: _Toc218580436]8. Conclusion
Neo-feudalism is best understood as a set of institutional tendencies that reorganize political economy around privately governed infrastructures, asset-based rents, and asymmetric dependence. The dissertation has shown how these mechanisms operate in platform gatekeeping, housing financialization, and algorithmic management. The concept gains explanatory power when it is anchored in observable features - enclosure, rent extraction, lock-in, and private rule-making - rather than used as a purely rhetorical description of inequality. Future research can extend this framework through comparative analysis of regulatory regimes and through empirical measurement of lock-in, price-setting power, and the distributional effects of rents across sectors.
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