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The Truman show 

1. the fascination with Big Brother surveillance is evident in the film 1998 The Truman Show 

2. Being watched carries advantages 

3. Selling privacy is profitable for individuals at the mundane level 

Why viewers watch - Voyeuristic pleasures 

1. Perhaps it is voyeuristic pleasures 

2. Perhaps individuals are drawn to reality television shows is because they are curious about the 

private lives of others 

3. These programmes provide an opportunity for individuals to peer into their neighbours’ lives 

4. E.g. Big Brother, Love Island etc.  

Suffering of others – reassures us 

1. It could be that watching the suffering of others reassures us that our lot is a bit better than 

theirs 

Schadenfreude – pleasure at the misfortune of others 

1. The notion that we take pleasure in others pain – enjoy watching others suffer- schadenfreude  

2. Another possibility is that there is an undercurrent of disquiet about our contact with reality  

and with one another in today’s interconnected, hyperlinked world, Individuals seek reassurance that 

there are still unscripted, authentic moments in life 

 

The Panopticon 

1. The term panopticon was invented by Jeremy Bentham in 18th century in a series of writings on 

prison reform 

Inmates housed where every movement is observed by central watchtower 

1. In the panopticon, inmates are housed in a structure in which their every movement can be 

continuously observed 

2. Bentham thought that such an arrangement would induce prisoners to improve their behaviour 

Foucault –disciplinary power exercised by individuals 

1. Foucault uses the panopticon metaphor to mark a  shift in the exercise of power to a regime of 

disciplinary power where the individual exercises power over her or himself 

2. It also highlights the role of surveillance in getting individuals to modify their behaviour 

Self-policing 

1. Self-policing is a central issue for Foucault. 

2. Self-monitoring our behaviour due to what we perceive to be societal norms.  
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3. In the notion of the Panopticon – it is because there is a central observation tower that we self-

monitor our behaviour 

4. We cannot see them, but we assume they can see us – so we adapt our behaviour accordingly  

 

Reality television 

Opposite of self monitoring 

1. It has been suggested that TV has introduced a new type of surveillance in society in the form of 

an electronic panopticon (Lyon, 1993) 

2. Reality television is a major force in television culture (Oullette & Hay, 2008) and consists of a 

wide variety of programmes 

a. Crime-oriented or emergency service based reality shows  

b. Intimacy surveillance shows that watch and surveil people in their intimate relationships  

c. Lifestyle surveillance shows that focus on documenting ordinary, day to day experiences 

and life style transitions  

Reality programmes what they have in common  

1. What they have in common is to portray (they claim) the real lives of ordinary people rather 

than scripted performances 

2. Reality TV shows want the exact opposite of self-monitoring 

3. They want the participants’ raw reactions 

4. Having said this, I think we can still apply elements of the panopticon to reality television.  

Big brother – panopticon – especially applicable 

1. Reality television allows ordinary individuals to gaze at others 

2. The ability of the audience to surveil the reality  tv participants has an impact on what we as 

audience members see 

3. Although producers claim these shows are real and unscripted, the participants are always 

aware of the persistent gaze of the camera and thus the TV viewers who act as their anonymous 

surveillants 

New technologies – superpanopticon (Mark Poster) 

1. The electronic panotpicon was introduced by Lyon (1993)  

2. Mark Poster calls this superpanopticon  - where individuals are subject to continuous supervision 

 

The gaze and self regulation  

Surveillance society  

1. Foucault developed a model of power operating in society which is a society of surveillance 
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2. surveillance is the key component in the discipline of individuals in modern society 

3. the goal of surveillance is to get individuals to discipline themselves 

4. reality TV has been written about as providing powerful cues for identity formation and upholds 

a process of self monitoring, self surveillance and self  

5. This influences how we act in our daily lives, by invoking, exposing, shaming and instructing the 

‘bad’ subject 

Self regulation at the heart of englightenment 

1. The principle of self regulation is at the heart of Enlightenment thinking about autonomous 

agencyand is seen in Kant’s formulation of categorical imperative 

1. Kant suggests that structures impose limitations on free will – on how people act.  

2. We could argue that self censorship is one of these structures and hence how we behave – this 

self monitoring is determined through the media at some level.  

Other means of monitoring e,g, records, census etc.  

1. Foucault includes other means of monitoring behaviour in addition to physically being watched 

e.g. charts of patients, dossiers on individuals  

disciplinary practices 

1. Hence it would appear that individuals are victims of disciplinary practices imposed on them 

2. He contends that the disciplinary power at the heart of the panoptic scheme is an integral part of 

modern society 

 

 

Superpanopticon  

Information complied into profiles 

1. In the electronic age the omnipresent gaze in the panoptic model has taken on a new form 

2. It is possible to have a record of everything we do e.g. telephone bills, traffic tickets, loans 

applications, credit card activity etc. 

3. And hence there is a superpanopticon 

Information highway 

1. Databases work continuously, systematically and surreptitiously, accumulating information about 

individuals and composing it into profiles 

2. The information in one being accessible to others and we willingly participate in this process 

1. The inspecting gaze takes in everything and evokes a sense of total surveillance 

Surveillance dispersed over many points 

1. in the electronic age, surveillance is dispersed over many points 
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2. Individuals and watchdog organisations track the activities of states. The watchers can be watched. 

3. Surveillance is so ingrained in contemporary life from video cameras in convenience stores to 

application forms for library cards that it appears natural  

But agency is possible 

1. In contrast to the idea of Big Brother, a top down force that dominates and oppresses, Foucault’s 

discussion of panopticon opens up the possibility of agency 

2. His analysis suggests that while disciplinary power makes possible the domain for various subject 

positions 

Surveillance as positive 

1. there are instances when normalisation is welcome e.g. growth of a child 

2. We are not always the victims of oppression 

 

Surveillance Studies 

1. The panopticon is key theoretical underpinning of surveillance studies 

2. For Foucault it is about the design of key social, medical, education and psychological 

institutions, that enables the panoptic gaze.  

3. Deluze – highlights the networks of expanding surveillance systems, mechanisms, policies and 

techniques and technologies.  

4. For Bentham the tower itself is at the centre of surveillance 

5. Whereas for Foucault it is the prisoners at the centre of the panopticon  

Subtle coercion 

1. Deluze suggests that act of watching and being watched are in flux  

2. Which means that imparting social norms and behaviour conformity is not as easy as has 

previously been suggested - Simply through the process of being watched.  

Media  

1. To be under the media gaze is the work of being watched 

2. Being on reality television is to be a panoptic subject, which then is part of a networked identity 

where the subject can be viewed, tracked  or monitored 

3. Through other networks such as technology – which then suggests that the panoptic gaze may be 

technological as well as human.  

Location  

1. It is suggested that architecture has been replaced by image. Images condition our behaviour  

2. The information systems are part of the panoptic gaze where media generates and manages 

images 
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3. Surveillance reaches further and becomes itself a form of entertainment 

4. With people confessing their private lives on camera and a society of spectators who judge them  

5. Control is imposed on both the spectators and those being watched 

 

Mathiesen and the panoptic 

1. In Mathiesen’s view, the use of the panopticion is the process by which the few (those looking) 

can survey the many (those being looked at).  

2. For Mathiesen there is also the process of the many being able to look at the few – which he 

termed the synopticon. 

3. So for example, the 24 hour news cycle and digital media, enables us to do this.  

4. However, what we see may not be the actual reality, but rather than representation of reality.  

5. Also, even if we are able to gaze at the few, it may not lead to self-censorship, or any form of 

censorship in the same way as the panopticon  - as power may be uneven in society. 
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