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 Liking a status on Facebook or Instagram, retweeting a tweet on Twitter, or reblogging a 

post on Tumblr are all forms of validation for the poster. Their shout into the void has been 

received, and it is worthy of a digital like, maybe even a share. But the number of likes, shares, 

reblogs, or retweets below the post also serve as a metric for the size and dedication of one’s 

social network. The higher the number, the more the person is loved. Some people actively 

cultivate their social networks to garner the highest number of likes, but for the most part, those 

numbers don’t seep out into real life. However, in Black Mirror’s season 3 episode 1, 

“Nosedive,” a young woman, Lacie, lives in a society where one’s social media popularity 

determines and constrains one’s life. People can rate others on a five-star system, responding not 

only to social media posts but also to real life interactions. High ratings open up job and housing 

opportunities, as well as further social opportunities to curate a higher rating. Low ratings 

compound themselves, limiting one’s ability to work at certain businesses, live in certain 

housing, and interact with certain people. If one is to live comfortably, they need to play the 

game of ratings, constantly disciplining themselves to align with their peer’s expectations of 

pleasant, minimalist, pastel perfection.  

The constant potential for judgment and punishment by one’s peers creates an 

oligopticon, wherein a plurality of people potentially watching each other replaces the single 

voyeur of the panopticon. The system traps those inside it and molds their behavior out of 

paranoia. Their desperation to maintain high ratings in turn leads to the creation of posts an 
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videos voluntarily made to be judged and rated in the hopes of increasing one’s rating, and the 

systematic value attached to such ratings makes it impossible to fully escape the oligopticon. In 

Martin Dodge and Rob Kitchin’s “The ethics of forgetting in an age of pervasive computing,” 

Dodge and Kitchin dub this conscious tracking of one’s activities a life-log, part of a sousveillant 

system of self-surveillance that intertwines with “Panopticism” and “The body of the 

condemned,” two excerpts from Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish. Foucault analyzes 

Bentham’s panopticon, the ideal prison structure wherein the very architecture produces self-

discipline in its prisoners, and the constant paranoia and self-discipline of the panopticon is 

present in Lacie’s world. However, in lieu of a physical tower in the center of a prison, everyone 

in the society keeps each other in check in an oligoptic surveillance system that paradoxically 

imbues them with the power to influence the ratings of those around them yet also keeps 

everyone at the mercy of their peers. Those with higher ratings can affect another’s rating more, 

but they are still beholden to the system of ratings and cannot abuse their limited power. The 

system is so pervasive that any resistance is nearly impossible, and if one escapes the visible 

prison of the oligopticon, they enter the less visible, more traditional prison of a cell. Foucault 

also tracks the decreasing visibility of punishment, from public spectacle to hidden bureaucracy, 

and Lacie’s oligopticon mixes with constant sousveillance to fulfill the obscuration of 

punishment. Except in rare extremes, prisons are no longer needed. They are supplanted with the 

visibility of individuals–their rating, their success in performing–so that every structure falls 

away, effecting even more indirect punishment of one’s soul.  

I. Conscious Life-Logs 

Dodge and Kitchin’s conception of sousveillance is far more comprehensive than 

conscious logging of one’s activities. They also include data that technology automatically and 
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indiscriminately generates, both about one’s activities and one’s physiological conditions. 

However, in “Nosedive,” people partake solely in conscious creation, posting updates on a social 

media platform to which everyone is connected via an implant in their eye and an app on their 

phone. They can scroll through their feed and rate the posts of others in their vicinity on a scale 

of five stars, or search people’s profiles, but they can also directly rate a person when they 

interact with them. While Dodge and Kitchin use blogging and webcams as examples for the 

conscious creation of a life-log, the extension of ratings to everyday interactions brings the 

performative aspect of social media into reality, making every public moment part of the 

conscious creation of one’s identity and memories. Dodge and Kitchin generally refer to 

sousveillance as a potentially “mobile panopticon” (Dodge and Kitchin 9) rather than a partial 

oligopticon, which extensive surveillance can create. But when external value judgments are 

attached, and one’s value as a person depends on others’ reception of their life-logs, it becomes a 

comprehensive and systematic mobile oligopticon. Everyone keeps tabs on one another. When 

Lacie looks at people, she immediately sees their rating, and she can base her interactions on that 

information. People tend to interact with people similar to them in rating, although to improve 

one’s rating, one needs high ratings from people with ratings higher than theirs.  

Because there are many external, real life consequences of one’s rating, people need to 

maintain or improve their rating in order to work, travel, and live. Dodge and Kitchen touch on 

this potential if life-logs are shared, noting that “[i]f life-logs are accessible to third parties…then 

such access opens up potential for invasive profiling, social sorting and pernicious disciplining 

effects” (Dodge and Kitchin 12). People’s phones are used as identification, and their rating 

determines where they can work, where they can live, and even how they can travel. The 

company where Lacie works only hires people with a 2.5 rating or higher, and if someone falls 
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below that line, as one of her coworkers does after a breakup, they cannot even enter the 

building. Organizations further incentivize people to strive towards higher ratings by offering 

discounts and premium access to goods and services, ranging from housing to flight plans to 

medical treatments. To attain these benefits, one must conform to the image that their peers want 

to see, both on their newsfeeds and in real life: smiling, happy, and bright. Unlike today’s social 

media, there is only room for one aesthetic, and if one fails to conform, they will fail at all other 

aspects of life as well. 

While many criticisms of today’s social media revolve around people picking and 

choosing only the best, most photogenic moments to share, the people in Lacie’s world don’t 

have the option of picking and choosing. While they can do so in the photos they post to 

augment their rating, they must always be mindful of their appearance and mannerisms because 

every interaction is a potential low rating that could drop them below the threshold they need to 

continue their current lifestyle. This constant curating of one’s presence aligns with the self-

disciplining effects of the panopticon that both Dodge and Kitchin, and Foucault, explore. Dodge 

and Kitchin’s main concern revolves around the production of an ultra-conservative society, 

which Lacie’s world seems to fulfill. Even those who hate the system of ratings, as Lacie’s 

brother does, must comply to maintain their livelihoods. And for those who want to more fully 

play the game of ratings, the constant paranoia of a low rating and desire for a high rating 

constantly reinforces the limited, superficial aesthetic of the society. 

II. Panopticism and Oligopticism 

While Dodge and Kitchin focus mostly on sousveillance, Foucault examines the 

panopticon as the perfection of surveillance, which is primarily differentiated from sousveillance 

by being external and imposed on an individual rather than being created by them. In the 
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panopticon, “power should be visible and unverifiable” (Foucault 201), so people self-regulate 

out of paranoia over the potential of being observed. The architecture of the panopticon is such 

that a guard or other observer can watch them from a tower in the center of the prison, but the 

prisoners are never certain when or if someone is watching them. Because they can never be 

sure, they must assume that someone is always watching, so they maintain the behavior that is 

expected of them. Similarly, Lacie is never certain who will rate her at any given moment, but 

because there is always the potential that someone could, she must stay vigilant and keep up 

appearances of being happy and charming. However, Foucault’s paranoia hinges on visibility, 

whereas Lacie’s hinges on ratings. She knows that someone is always watching, but she is never 

certain whether people will rate her. She can try to bring herself to the forefront of other people’s 

attention by posting a photo or status, but she can never be certain that people will respond, or if 

they will respond as she wants them to.  

Power is also further decentralized than in Foucault’s conception of the panopticon. The 

oligopticon allows for a plurality of observers, but it also further disguises who is in power. The 

episode never establishes who created the system or who benefits from it, although the 

implication is that everyone is supposed to benefit from it because everyone is a part of it. There 

are companies that more directly reinforce the system, such as Reputelligent, by advising people 

on how to gain better ratings. Lacie’s overarching goal throughout the episode is to reach a 4.5 

rating so that she can get a 20 percent discount on an apartment in a lifestyle community, and she 

becomes increasingly obsessive about getting high ratings from high-rating people. She visits an 

expert analyst at Reputelligent to help her get to her goal, but they do not seem to glean any 

benefit from it. No monetary transactions are ever visibly made throughout the entire episode, 

although it is implied that money exists, as Lacie makes a deposit on the apartment. In contrast, 
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Lacie tips people with high ratings several times throughout the episode, making the primary 

currency one’s very existence. While that may seem to return power to people rather than 

abstract concepts of money, the conceptions of people are performative and consciously created, 

which only serves to reinforce the power system of the oligopticon.  

III. The Visibility of Punishment 

While Lacie’s society is an oligopticon, it fulfills Foucault’s theory that the panopticon 

can serve as a laboratory for behavior, although it is unclear who began the experiment. There is 

no unpleasantness—no tears or profanity or anger—in Lacie’s world, and when it’s shown, it’s 

immediately punished with low ratings, creating an immediate negative feedback loop. If a 

person continues to behave out of expected norms despite low ratings from others, security 

guards appear to rectify the situation, still with a pleasant smile despite their black military gear. 

The juxtaposition of the security guards further emphasizes the pervasiveness of the rating 

system. While they never interact with Lacie via ratings, they maintain the attitude typical of 

those who do, having internalized it completely so that even when they do not have to behave, 

they still do. Alternatively, as they have slightly more visible power than others with their black 

military gear, a stark contrast to the pastel dream in which everyone else seems to exist, their 

conformity to the behavior norms might still be a performance, only one aimed to affect a larger 

crowd. Rather than one-on-one reinforcement of behavior that stems from rating people 

individually, the guards’ additional visibility of authority allows them to affect everyone who can 

see them by reminding them of what could happen to them if they don’t conform. 

While the guards have visible trappings of power, their exercise of power remains mostly 

invisible. They punish by adding constraints to one’s rating, never physically harming anyone 

but making it more difficult to maintain and especially raise one’s rating, which follows the trend 
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that Foucault noticed of “more subtle, subdued sufferings [as] the body as the major target of 

penal repression disappear[s]” (Foucault 8). People never have to physically touch each other to 

effect punishment. While they can act as judge and jury when deciding to punish someone and 

lower their ranking, they don’t actually see the effects of one’s punishment. Instead, they know 

that their act is effective because they too have internalized the external value placed on one’s 

rating. They know that a lowered ranking will not hurt the punished person physically, but it will 

damage their ability to live and thrive in the system. When Lacie gets angry at the airport, the 

attendant calls security guards, but even they do not touch her. One goes as far as to hold a hand 

up to prevent her from taking another step towards him, maintaining a sterile distance that allows 

for a greater and more direct effect on one’s soul. 

When there is a physical component to punishment, there seems to be an opportunity to 

escape the extreme obscuration of the system and regain an unquantifiable sense of humanity. 

After missing the rehearsal dinner after a series of mishaps, Lacie has a complete breakdown at 

her friend’s wedding. She crashes the reception, showing up drunk and threatening the groom 

with a knife. Guards appear and take her away to an unspecified location hidden away from the 

eyes of the public. They remove the implant in her eye and force her into a prison cell, where she 

sits alone. Another prisoner sits in the cell across from hers, and in the final seconds of the 

episode, as Lacie stands in the cell throwing insults and obscenities at the other prisoner, she 

laughs, finally free. Although Foucault claims that “visibility is a trap” (Foucault 200), visibility 

functions differently in Lacie’s world. Even though the bars and walls are more visible than the 

system of social media that kept her in check before, she knows that others are not watching her, 

and even if they are, there can be no more consequences because her rating system has been 

removed. Thus, visibility and the personhood implied by being visible, are entirely dependent on 
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being within the system. While the episode presents Lacie’s screaming as a moment of freedom, 

it is not as liberating as it may appear. It is still unclear how Lacie will be able to interact with 

her society in the future. It may not be possible, since her rating and the data it held was her 

identification. Hiding from the visibility and ratings of others appears to be the only means of 

freedom, but the short-term delight of apparent escape will likely fade when Lacie realizes that 

even if one does not actively participate, even if one is forcibly removed, they are still 

constrained by the power dynamics of the oligopticon. 

IV. Conclusion 

While Lacie’s world does not perfectly align with Foucault’s conception of the 

panopticon, it fulfills his imagining of a system that can create discipline that stems from 

individuals rather than imposing it on them. No central power is needed, and the reach is so 

extensive that escape is impossible even when one is rejected from the society. However, instead 

of surveillance, people create their own data in sousveillant life-logs, which Dodge and Kitchin 

accurately predict can become pernicious tools when made available to others. Everything in 

one’s life hinges on the creation of a pleasing life-log, and it creates desperation and paranoia as 

people scramble behind the scenes to self-discipline so that their public performance can be 

perfect. Already, in today’s society, people look to social media for validation, but most of the 

value placed on the number of likes or shares is intrinsic. However, in apps such as Uber and 

Lyft, people can rate their interactions with each other, which then influences whether they are 

able to give or receive services successfully. While it does not encompass the entirety of one’s 

life, the parallels with “Nosedive” make the episode’s warning against assigning too much 

external value to the already oligoptic system in place even more salient. 

 
  



Rooney 9 

Works Cited 

Dodge, Martin, and Rob Kitchin. “The ethics of forgetting in an age of pervasive computing.” 

CASA.  

Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish. Translated by Alan Sheridan, Random House, 1995. 

“Nosedive.” Black Mirror. Netflix. 21 Oct. 2016. Television. 


