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 “A rumour swept through my college: CCTV cameras were being installed in every classroom to curb the class bunks of the deviants. The rumour never materialised but left a residue in my mind. The gossip, conversations and even a whisper were assumed to have been monitored. A mere glance out of the window would send shivers when the principal was seen strolling outside. Was he coming because he saw me interrupting the physics teacher, or writing on the white shirt of my friend, or doodling at the back of my journal? The cameras never worked, but the fear did. The Big Brother was always watching.”
The idea of panopticism has been a topic of hot debate among social and political thinkers of the 20th century. Introduced by Bentham, the idea creates an illusion of a prison where everyone is watched by a guard in a light tower. Foucault built on this idea as a technology of power that is visible and unverified. The panoptic prison is built to regulate the masses and discipline their souls through the illusion that they are being constantly monitored. Over time, the idea no longer needs brute enforcement. It internalises itself, leading to the normalisation of disciplinary behaviour, ultimately resulting in the dis-individualisation of power.
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Barring that, the idea of relational power in the 20th century has swung between the authorities of monitoring and the subjects being monitored. However, this relational dynamic of power shape-shifts in the era of social media. The dynamic of panoptic surveillance has migrated from the modern authorities to the modern subjects. The presence of social media has blurred the lines between who is watching and who is being watched. The disciplinary authorities are being watched by the Big Brother of social media, making the fluidity of power even more real. One may create an analogy that every prisoner in the cell is handed a torchlight to see the guard in the lighthouse.
Now, this shift in power dynamic from bottom to top raises some serious concerns about the relational dissipation of power. If the dissemination of power travels across the subjects, the very concepts of monitoring and being monitored are eclipsed. In the postmodern world of social media, everyone becomes a subject of surveillance — whether it be a demagogue, a political worker or any authoritative power. This synthesis of all-monitoring eyes dissipates the power in a self-regulating and all-inclusive manner that does not require any consolidation of authority in the age of social media. The institutions that once dis-individualised the mechanics of power are losing their coherence. The whole idea of surveillance is participatory as it engages every other soul and compels it towards self-regulation. The presence of social media has institutionalised itself as an active prison or, more precisely, as a panoptic machine. As Foucault writes, “Panopticism is the general principle of a new ‘political anatomy’ whose object and end are not the relations of sovereignty but the relations of discipline.”
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The idea of freedom of speech and awareness, in the context of social media, is absurd. Let us deconstruct the idea of awareness: the literal meaning is to know something that one was not cognisant of before. In the case of relational power, one can never be aware of where the power actually exists. It exists in the habits, routines, and in the awareness itself. So being aware is ultimately being a part and parcel of that power relation. The only difference is that prior to the awareness, one was at the helm of being subject to power. However, one’s presence on social media makes one an institutionalised part of a power structure in which power runs underground. One interesting observation is that the virtual resistance to social media oppression becomes a form of power structure itself. Resultantly, it leads to another idea of spaces as a technology of power. Foucault argues that spatial enclosures provide ample room for the fluctuation of power. In the case of virtual spaces, this power traverses across all ethnicities and cultures, binding them with one relation — the fluctuation of power. Every individual present on social media becomes both a surveillant and a subject — engaged in constant monitoring, argumentation and submission to digital opponents.
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Introspectively, the CCTV cameras in the classroom never worked to discipline me forcefully but rather created a dynamic of psychological conditioning that regulates my own self. The rise of social media unleashes a similar technology of power that situates the subject’s conditioning not through brute force but self-regulation.
The Big Brother was watching then. The Big Brother is watching now.
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