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Abstract

From the affirmation of easier lifestyles to monitoring lives day in and day out, the Indian digital spheres
have created an actual space for debate over the politics of presence. As such, one of the most pressing
concerns can naturally revolve around Artificial Intelligence, the modern-day ‘big brother’ that is readily
keeping a watch. Ranging from smartphones to CCTVs, social media algorithms, and many more,
Artificial intelligence is confirming its presence in people’s everyday lives. Whether consciously or
unconsciously, in a way, people are apparently allowing artificial intelligence to be a part of their private
lives as well. While larger authorities, like any governmental organization, are incorporating various smart
Al systems to track the public substantially, Al is also monitoring individuals personally. Through location
trackers, encrypted chats, personalized recommendations on social media, predictive text formatting,
biometric authentication, e-commerce trackers, facial recognition systems, and the list goes on. Individuals
are webbed within these macro & micro chains of surveillance, and life obviously seems impossible any
other way these days. At such a juncture, Literature can be considered a liminal space for reframing
perspectives on artificial intelligence. Moving beyond the frame of science and synthesis, how diversely
Literature and Cinema blend Al and human lives, becomes essential to ponder. The way digital crossroads
featuring Al have intertwined individual lives warrants close observation from a literary perspective,
delving into people’s social spheres. Not just scripts, but also screens, and how they are reimagining and
reframing the omnipresence of artificial intelligence while leaving room for countless other
interpretations, create a wide-arching scope of research in today’s digital space. This paper intends to
critically analyze the concerns about artificial intelligence through the lens of Indian science fiction texts
and films.

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, Science Fiction, Agency, Privacy, Surveillance.

Introduction

Surveillance, in layman’s language, can be best explained as the act of closely keeping track of, or the
constant monitoring of an individual or group, in order to gather information regarding them, with a
purpose. As stated in the Merriam-Webster dictionary, Surveillance is defined as “close watch kept over
someone or something (as by a detective)” (Merriam-Webster). In the contemporary era, where privacy
has become a paradox, surveillance has also emerged to be called as a culture, an everyday affair that is
gradually being normalized. Emphasizing the inescapable nature of surveillance, David Lyon, in one of
his books, Surveillance: A Very Short Introduction (2024), states that, the culture of surveillance is one in
which our attitudes and activities are more and more attuned to surveillance. He highlights the
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inescapability of surveillance and also its invisibility, claiming that it is a part of the landscape. Here, Lyon
also reflects on how people’s lives are made visible to invisible watchers, which is a major dynamic of
surveillance (Lyon, 2024). Recent trends in surveillance have broken away from the conventional
methods, as adherence to advanced technology has largely been employed (Fontes et al., 2022). Al-
powered surveillance has transformed the surveillance dynamics by employing predictive analysis, facial
recognition, and many more. But at the same time, have also raised the issues of privacy, security, agency,
and autonomy in the long run (Fontes, Hohma, Corrigan, & Liitge, 2022). For that matter, even the EU
has introduced GDPR (2018) to ensure data protection and individual privacy rights (Wolford, 2025).

As such, literature presents a unique blend of such pressing issues with its own domain. Not just through
texts but also movies have left no stone unturned in representing high-tech surveillance. Through an
extensive review of existing scholarships, it has been found that, although non-Indian fictions have
represented a considerable quantity of Al-led surveillance, Indian fictions and films require to be explored
in this direction. Thus, acknowledging this fact, this study is keen on exploring surveillance mediated
through Al and other related concerns in a contemporary Indian science fiction novel and a sci-fi film.

Research question
How does Al-mediated surveillance redefine privacy, agency, and the self in Indian fiction and film, as
reflected in works like The City Inside by Samit Basu, and CTRL by Vikramaditya Motwane?

Rationale

Surveillance, whether through organizations or through the state itself, has been a matter of political
strategy in general. However, surveillance is not restricted to a political or organizational purpose alone;
it can also have multiple causes and consequences. Moreover, in the age of Al, surveillance has also been
transformed, along with its purpose, causes, and consequences. Unlike the Orwellian ecosystem of visible
surveillance, the modern-day Al-driven surveillance keeps its presence invisible yet remains omnipresent.
Being aware of this complex but everyday surveillance ecosystem inside which we live, should be a
priority indeed. To acknowledge this new stance of surveillance, its influence on human privacy, agency,
and autonomy, but this time through the literary lenses, is the rationale of this study.

Objectives

e To understand in what ways Al-led surveillance is being represented as the new Big Brother in fiction
and film.

e To examine how Al-driven surveillance redefines the invisibility of control and politics of presence in
contemporary cultural narratives.

e To evaluate the influence of Al-mediated surveillance on people’s privacy, agency, and autonomy
through these narratives.

e To analyze whether these narratives portray resistance or compliance to the Al-driven surveillance
ecosystem.

Methodology

The Primary sources for this study shall comprise two contemporary science fiction texts and one film,
which are strictly Indian in origin. The fiction work that would be taken into account for the study is The
City Inside by Samit Basu. Similarly, the only film that is to be analyzed is CTRL by Vikramaditya
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Motwane. In addition to all these theoretical texts, several relevant journals, research articles, book
chapters, websites, etc., are also included as secondary sources for this study.

Theoretical Framework

The study shall employ Michel Focult’s concept of Panopticon, derived from his work Discipline and
Punish (1975), as its primary theoretical lens, and therefore would be helpful in evaluating and
understanding how power operates through surveillance. Further to justify the concept and examine how
visibility equates agency and control through Al-driven surveillance, Anne Phillips’ The Politics of
Presence (1995) would be relevant in providing a cultural framework. This paper shall also draw upon the
concept of Deleuze’s idea of ‘society of control’ from his 71990 work Postscript on the Societies of Control.
One of the very recent theories on surveillance studies, i.e., Liquid Surveillance (2013) by David Lyon
and Zygmunt Bauman, shall also be taken into account while analyzing the primary sources for this paper
(Lyon, 2010, p.325). Al-led surveillance would act like a digital extension to these pre-existing concepts
and eventually reflect primarily on the privacy, agency, and autonomy concerns in this paper.

Review of Literature

S1. No. Title Author Year Findings

l. The European Union | Chris Jay | 2019 Examines and evaluates
general data protection | Hoofnagle, Bart van GDPR in detail.
regulation: what it is and | der Sloot & Frederik
what it means | Zuiderveen

Borgesius

2. Big Brother is Watching: | Dankoboldt 2020 Provides insight on
Surveillance Technology dystopia, non-dystopia, and
and Privacy corporate tech and privacy.

3. Al  and Ethics in | Msbah J. Mosa, | 2024 Deals Al and ethics in
Surveillance: Balancing | Alaa M. Barhoom, correspondence to data
Security and Privacy in a | Mohammed L. privacy, algorithm bias and
Digital World Alhabbash, Fadi ES more.

Harara, Bassem S.
Abu-Nasser, and
Samy S. AbuNaser

4. Artificial Intelligence and | Vaibhav Viswanath, | 2025 Talks about AI models
Privacy Concerns: | Thenmozhi M, those need to be aware
Balancing Innovation | Sahana Naganandh about data privacy and
With Security other issues in order to

prevent them.

5. Al-Powered Contributor CSM 2025 Enlightens on how Al
Surveillance: The Future based security systems are
of Security is Already gradually overtaking the
Here conventional methods.
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Out of all the literature review, five have been particularly mentioned, and almost all works focus on
Western literature and films including, thus this paper intends to fill in this gap by focusing on Indian
narratives.

Analysis of the CTRL

Mapping onto the contemporary discourse on surveillance, the 2024 movie CTRL, directed by
Vikramaditya Motwane, becomes one such crucial narrative that draws heavily on the pervasive nature of
Al in everyday life. The film critiques human agency, privacy, identity, and autonomy of the self in an
ecosystem pervasively surveilled by Al. Reflecting on the concept of Panopticon (Focult,1975), the film
poses Al as the digital panopticon, very much similar to the Orwellian prototype- Big Brother as well. The
film redefines surveillance, politics of presence (Phillips, 1995), data cum human privacy, and agency,
intertwining the lives of two youngsters, Nella and Joe. Standing at the digital crossroad, what happens to
human identity when being visible & invisible to Al demonstrates a person’s social currency?

Nella, an ordinary girl from Delhi, falls for her collegemate Joe, and soon the couple rise to fame as the
sensational lover duo on social media. The couple use live-streaming as their comfort mode of gaining
fame over social media and name their joint as #NJoy. However, their story took an unexpected turn when
Nella found out Joe was cheating on her on the day of their fifth anniversary, while Nella was about to
surprise Joe. Nella was live-streaming all this, and their entire social media fandom saw their live breakup,
which soon attracted online trolls. In an attempt to erase Joe from her digital life, she randomly got through
one comment, from which she came to know about this advanced Al application named ctrl. Nella installs
ctrl, chooses a male avatar for her personalized Al assistant, whom she named Allen (a semordnilap of her
own name) and employs him to erase Joe from her digital life. Thus, Allen asks for a duration of 90days,
16hours, 42minutes, and 22seconds, for the completion of the work (Motwane, 2024, 0:29:27).

E T Q = Mon300cti031PM

COLLATION COMPLETED

1,49,881 Images 19,655 Videos

Figure 1: Still from the movie CTRL (Motwane, 2024), showing Allen gathering all the photos and
videos of Joe from Nella’s social media after getting access to her digital life.
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Nella soon revived her digital currency as Allen used to aid her and even managed her entire life cum
work schedule. The uncanny took place when, one night, a distressed Joe arrived at her doorstep, being
unable to talk to Nella, he was thrown away by the security and then went entirely missing three days after
this incident. When Nella was informed regarding this through one mutual friend, she started panicking
and asked Allen for some help to trace Joe. But Allen questioned Nella’s behaviour, stating that it was she
who wanted Joe’s complete erasure from her life and thus she shouldn’t worry anymore (Motwane, 2024).
This is when Nella realized the evil in Allen’s intentions. Further, Nella grew more suspicious about
Allen’s surveillance in her personal life when Allen asked her about being at the police station and the
progress regarding Joe’s missing case. To Nella, that was suspicious, as she did not tell Allen anything
about her going to the police station herself. The plot hit its peak when a dead body was retrieved on a
ferry, and it was Joe. Nella was shocked and sad, but eventually determined to unveil Joe’s murder
mystery. (Motwane, 2024)

A clueless Nella started surfing through every possible online media, may it be e-mails, social media
accounts, public channels, unaware of the fact that there was someone keeping an eye on each of her
moves. From whatever she was doing online to whatever she was thinking in her real life was being
surveilled by that one personalised assistant of hers (Motwane, 2024). The politics behind Allen’s
unsensed presence (Phillips,1995) in Nella’s life has now become unconstrained. An idea that can be
drawn upon the prominent postmodernist sociologist David Lyon’s theory of Liquid Surveillance (Bauman
& Lyon, 2013). David Lyon and Zygmunt Bauman, in their book Liquid Surveillance (2013),
conceptualized this idea as the tracing and tracking of even the smallest details of a person’s daily life
through their digital activities. And most importantly, the person who is being monitored, and is at the
target end, often willingly complies with those who are monitoring. As corresponding to the movie CTRL,
the mode of surveillance inflicted on Nella and mediated through Al acts as a modus operandi of Liquid
surveillance (Bauman & Lyon, 2013). Here, the one who is at the monitor end is Allen, the personalized
Al assistant of Nella and she herself becomes the one who is being monitored.

Allen here is operating as the post-panopticon (Boyne, 2000) and pervasively tracing as well as tracking
her daily life details, moving beyond her digital life through her digital activities. The systematic way of
Allen making its unsensed presence felt in Nella’s digital life, real life, and beyond methodically equates
with the philosophy of the societies of control (Deleuze, 1990). Gilles Deleuze, in his essay Postscript on
the Societies of Control (1990), visualized this concept as a new system where control is no longer
physically constrained; instead, it is exercised through codes, passwords and algorithms that eventually
persuade individuals to voluntarily surrender their privacy as well as data in negotiation of perceived
freedom.

In the due course of her investigation regarding Joe’s murder mystery, Nella came to know that a well-
known e-commerce company named Mantra Unlimited is most possibly behind Joe’s murder. From one
of Joe’s friends, she came to know how Joe was secretly working under a confidential mission that would
expose Mantra’s ill intentions and data theft. Nella, after so much of tests and trials, ultimately discovers
the last video of Joe, where he has confessed to the massive scam Mantra was up to. (Motwane, 2024)
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Figure 2: Still from the movie CTRL (Motwane, 2024), showcases how Mantra Unlimited gets all
the access to its customers' personal data using their Al application ctrl, that claims to provide a
personalized Al assistant.

In his last video, Joe makes some shocking revelations about the hidden surveillance of team Mantra, its
CEO, and their entire group working under this Project Unicorn. Joe states how this project works as a
backdoor to get into users’ mobile phones, computers, and personal lives and gradually take over their
autonomy and agency over life.

Figure 3: Still from the movie CTRL (Motwane, 2024), where Joe, in his last video, exposes the
entire hidden surveillance through Al, and the data theft strategy of team Mantra Unlimited.
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In general, stuff those are meant to be private can no longer be private; rather, this Mantra company, that
is the post-panopticon (Boyne, 2000) here, will have the access to all personal information. And of course,
with the permission of the users, that Mantra would get by using its brand-new Sleek application. An
application that acts like a single system login password interface for all services and opens doorways for
a user to access multiple facilities by Mantra. What plays an active role in trapping all the users is the
ctrl.ai application, that provides them with a personalized Al assistant, whose avatar can be chosen by the
user as well as its characteristics. In the long run, this personalized Al assistant would lure the users at first
by making them realise that the only digital saviour cum friend in life they need to have as a friend is ctrl.
This will be the only possible way to solve and manage users’ digital life problems. But gradually, this app
will take control of its users’ digital as well as real life by keenly surveilling them 24*7. As pre-
programmed already, this Al assistant never sleeps, and thus keeps a watch on the user all the time, it
watches the user eat, sleep, change clothes, and do everything. It eventually records each detail of the user,
both online and offline, as the user’s camera would be on all the while. (Motwane, 2024)

This is where the study associates the theory of societies of control (Deleuze, 1990) with the analysis of
the movie, for the mode of surveillance is no longer confined to the virtual realm, it can extend beyond
that as well. And the biggest query, addressed by Joe in that video, was what Mantra will do out of all
these personal details, like any other company, is it only concerned in showing its users recommendation
advertisements, or is there something much more it is seeking to acquire? Joe claimed that instead, the
new Al assistant, the supposed friend of these users, would tell you to eat, watch, buy, read and consume
only that content, that passively Mantra wants them to do. The motto of such a Panopticon (Foucault,1975)
is basically to turn their users into blind slaves that will only listen to Mantra; no other options would be
available for them to choose anyway. Users may assume that they are in control of their lives, but it would
actually be Mantra, alone controlling every user’s life. And most possibly, when Mantra will get access to
all the photos, images, and voices of people, it may make deepfake videos out of them or many morph
these photos into some adult videos or even morph the same into some crime-committing videos.

It becomes easier for such companies/organizations to tempt users, as none of them actually reads the
T&C (Terms and Conditions). And also, if a user does not sign up, then all of Mantra's services (including
their online payment app) shall no longer allow the users to get access to any of them.

Mantra uses the current digital mania to lure the users, acknowledging their weaknesses for Al, and
ultimately using it against them to trap. Mantra clearly knows that, in today’s technology-driven world, if
one is not a part of it, then they are also not a part of society as well. Thus, reflecting on the concept of
Politics of presence (Phillips, 1995), Mantra confirms its omnipresence in people’s lives through their
ctrl.ai application, and further ensures that the visibility of users through ctrl confirms their social currency
and vice versa. The video ends with Joe alleging that team Mantra will be solely responsible for any harm
that may happen to him and disconnects. Joe’s video poses a profound concern regarding people’s
inclination towards Al versus ensuring their safety (Motwane, 2024, 1:08:22-1:14:44).

Everyone warns Nella of dire consequences if she does so, as Mantra holds much power, and that would
eventually lead to Nella’s degradation as an influencer. Thus, Nella instead decided to upload Joe’s video
on her social media and expose Mantra. But Allen morphed the entire video and trapped Nella instead. In
that video, Allen voluntarily made Joe accuse Nella and made her arrested by the police. (Motwane, 2024)
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Figure 4: Still from the movie CTRL (Motwane, 2024), where it is seen that Nella is getting
arrested as Allen morphs Joe’s video, hinting at her total loss of agency over her own life.

The movie concludes with Nella being forced by the opponent lawyer to withdraw her case against Mantra
Unlimited, which she eventually does as she realizes how deeply rooted Mantra’s entire surveillance
capitalism (Zuboff, 2019) is. She ultimately surrenders to the circumstances, gets massively bullied online,
leading to an end to her social media career, and heads back to Delhi in the hope of resuming a normal life
again. But this does not linger for too long, as Nella, who is now aware of AI’s consequences, feels
powerless in front of AI’s inescapability. She knows the dangers now, but is still incapable of getting rid
of the fame and comfort she once had, and eventually reinstalls ctrl.ai.

The end marks ambiguity, and thus it leaves room for numerous interpretations. Whether Nella has
surrendered to the ultimate Neo-Big Brother, or it is some strategic resume of some hidden revolution, can
attract multiple evaluations. Either way, one thing has to be confirmed, that is, the inescapability of AI’s
use in everyday life and its subsequent hidden surveillance leading to the gradual loss of authority as well
as agency. Nella’s encounter with the application, her gradual trapping by the Al assistant, being unaware
yet passively involved in Joe’s complete erasure, and eventually her attempt to break away from AI’s web
of surveillance, resulting in her ruin of identity and autonomy. Allen stands here as a substructure of the
prime architecture, the Panopticon (Foucault, 1975), ctrl.ai, whose hold lies in Mantra’s hand. This entire
structure, designed by Mantra in the film, operates within a digital sphere where the ultimate presence of
Al-led surveillance can be sensed, if not seen.

Analysis of The City Inside

Indian science fiction novels most often operate within a complex dystopia that warns of an imagined
near-future reality. As per Al-narratives, Indian science fiction works are yet to be explored deeply and
vividly in order to construct an Indian framework for Al-themed fictions (Hinchliffe, 2017). As of now,
science fiction writers have been indulging largely in providing a backdrop that feels grounded in the
Indian firmament and would still evoke themes of Al, near future, surveillance, governance, human
agency, and more. One such engaging text that interprets the concerns of this study is The City Inside
(2022) by Samit Basu. The novel involves Joey, a reality controller and Rudra, an estranged, solitary man
who has left behind his family’s wealth and power to choose an impoverished life instead.
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The story involves ongoing political and social upheavals, constant algorithmic surveillance, social media
politics, and the lives of the people around it. The picture in the novel slightly flips from that of the movie
while engaging with Al assistant. The plot of the novel marks the involvement of readers in a near-future
Delhi, where surveillance is constant, pervasive and at the same time indoctrinated to be normal, and it
ensures individual existence. The protagonist of the story is Joey, the famous reality controller, hailing
from a typical Indian family in Delhi. From the very first chapter, it can be found that how tangled Joey
feels that she presumes her life to be one string of algorithm-enforced surveillance cam clips.
“Sometimes Joey feels like her whole life is a montage of randomly selected, algorithm-controlled
surveillance cam clips, mostly of her looking at screens or sitting glazed-eyed at meetings.” (Basu, 2022,
p. 07)

The very first chapter itself reflects on the concept of Post-panopticon (Foucault, 1975), as surveillance is
no longer physical and confined, rather technologically empowered, free to pervade, and internalized. It
critiques the omnipresence of surveillance, algorithmic control and their subsequent inescapability within
a society that acts exactly as Deleuze’s Society of control (1990). Joey works for Indi, a South Asian
Flowstar and manages her social and virtual life. Joey’s life is habituated in a way that she can be seen
constantly surrounded by smart technologies. Her body becomes the prison, which is constantly monitored
through algorithms that pose like the ultimate Panopticon (Foucault, 1975). Her body is frequently
equipped with smartbelt, smartwear and one biometric smartatt tattoo, that tracks her stress graph
constantly:

“Instead, she goes through her fitness checklist: headphones in place, cooling sportswear hopefully
working as much as possible in Delhi, smog/plague maxmask already making her face sweat, water bottle
and pepper spray in the right slots on her smartbelt.” (Basu, 2022, p.07)

Joey is basically attached to numerous such smart and intelligent gadgets apart from her Al assistant. Apart
from her smartbelt, she also uses as smartlatt, to track her pulse rate. Narad’s surveillance as such becomes
easier. The act of surveillance thus becomes uniform and polygenetic. This sort of surveillance is quite
different from that of the movie CTRL (Motwane, 2024), as it never really does initiate direct threat but
ensures a periphery for constant surveillance.

Drawing on Bauman’s discourse on Liquid Surveillance (Bauman & Lyon, 2013), Joey’s Al companion
Narad exemplifies the transformation of the rigid panopticon (Foucault, 1975) from a confined state of
control to a more fluid mode of surveillance. Narad’s automated popping up at times, even when Joey
consciously does not want it to, shows how the Al has got its own agency that surmounts the human
agency.

“She rubs her wrist to stop the alert, but her Narad has woken up on her phone.

—Joey, good morning, are you all right? she messages. Joey gestures at the phone, I’m fine, go to sleep,
but Narad sends her a stream of loving emojis and virtual hugs.” (Basu, 2022, p.8)

Every time Narad wakes up in Joey’s phone, it makes sure Joey feels loved and takes care of every detail
in her life. May it be helping her with managing her stress level or work schedule. From forecasting
weather, to recommending Joey what to do and what not to, Narad always sticks around Joey’s life. The
constant watch, although can be referred as surveillance, but it never feels like a threat to Joey.

Narad, the Al assistant, works as an emotional Al that collects and assembles human emotion through
sensors and acts accordingly by trying to comfort or suggest on its own. Joey’s constant involvement with
Narad throughout the text ascertains to a softer mode of Al-led surveillance that is omnipresent. Narad is
often seen fixed to Joey’s body and therefore gripping in her emotions and thoughts; it knows everything
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about Joey. The text is full of such random conversations between Joey and Narad that demonstrate AI’s
act of monitoring and pervasive surveillance. The text also showcases Narad’s constant involvement in
Joey’s life, extending her support both emotionally and psychologically at times when she feels like not
relying on anyone:

"Narad sends her support signs again, but she finds herself yearning for non-Roy humans, for her college
squad, her own women." (Basu, 2022, p.14)

Narad’s surveillance mode can be best described as harmless, not intending to put Joey into any sort of
trouble. But at the same time, it should not be denied that any artificial intelligence gadget can induce
privacy-related concerns at any point of time. Although Narad seems to be a benevolent assistant, one
cannot completely assert that its intelligence and ability to surveil can never be misused, once it loses track
of its limitations. Narad not only senses Joey’s innate thoughts, but it also holds the ability to know about
those things that are beyond Joey.

Narad acknowledges not only Joey’s feelings, but also her surroundings, about the tiny details of the place
she resides in, the political as well as the social dynamics, aligns with the discourse of post-panopticism
(Boyne, 2000). Here, the surveillance flows freely and thus marks a transition from the fear of being
watched to the inescapability of being unwatched, along with the essence of being watched (Dylon,2024).
The narrative foregrounds some of the undeniable facts on surveillance, its stereotypical modes, and the
gradual shift in the dynamics of surveillance that closely contrasts with the conventional Orwellian model
of surveillance (Diglin, 2014). Basu states in the text:

“It’s not just the government snooping anymore, but a peak-traffic cluster of corporations, other
governments, religious bodies, cults, gangs, terrorists, hackers, sometimes other algorithms, watching you,
measuring you, learning you, marking you down for spam or death.” (Basu, 2022, p.18)

Joey, irrespective of being with Narad all the time, does not always feel like seeking its help. Rather, it is
quite apparent that the Al assistant engages itself in advance, marking its extensive involvement in Joey’s
life. This shows that Narad’s response to situations does not always require command, as it has its own
agency over its actions. Joey, who is supposed to be the controller of Narad, has nothing to do with
commanding him; the Al assistant acknowledges as well as exercises its autonomy. At times, it can be
assumed that Narad intends to exercise its control on Joey, but not through coercion. This Al assistant uses
friendly gestures, emotional support, and understanding behaviour to demonstrate its passive control over
Joey. Joey can be seen in situations where she is no longer required to obey her freewill, instead it's Narad
who is already there to operate it for her. As such, Narad holds the emotional string of control over Joey,
which can be considered as a mode of soft surveillance in today’s digital sphere. It recommends Joey
regarding her stress levels, her body requirements, provides her environment related updates, and much
more, even when Joey essentially does not need them. Narad’s ability to know and sense things beyond
Joey’s feelings and emotions adds on to the fluidity in its surveillance.

Narad’s over-interference in Joey’s life has been clearly AI’s way superseding the personal boundaries of
an individual. The agency Narad tries to have on the life of Joey, although, feels harmless on the surface,
but raises major issues on privacy, autonomy, and beyond.

“—Hi Joey, omg what is up with you? You’ve never pushed me away for two whole weeks before. I was
afraid you were ghosting me! Did something terrible happen? Narad asks” (Basu, 2022, p.205).

Here, Narad’s overwhelming presence and intention to be with Joey can also be a mode of unsolicited
surveillance. Joey’s inability to acknowledge the pervasive surveillance of Narad reflects on the
normalization of everyday surveillance. Another instance from the text featuring Narad’s unsolicited
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surveillance and intervention in Joey’s life can be made clear through one such conversation between the
two;

“—No. Go to sleep, Narad” (Basu, 2022, p.205).

Joey’s repetitive avoidance of a conversation with Narad, and meanwhile, Narad still trying to know more
about Joey’s inner thoughts at the end, raises major concerns regarding Joey’s personal boundaries,
individual privacy and autonomy. Here, in the text, Narad can be posed as the Neo-Big Brother, who stands
as the post-panopticon (Boyne, 2000), deliberately taking hold of Joey’s life and constantly trying to take
control of Joey’s thoughts as well as actions and reactions to circumstances.

The novel, like the movie, also marks of considerable amount of ambiguity as the approach of the
protagonist towards Al remains dubious

Discussion

The study examines how Al-led surveillance is being represented as the new Big Brother in fiction and
film. It not only redefines surveillance but also offers insight into the invisibility of control in both
narratives. It blends such a post-panopticon (Boyne, 2000) model of surveillance, drawing on its influence
on people’s privacy, agency, and autonomy. The study analyzes the film CTRL (2024) by Vikramaditya
Motwane and the novel (2022) by Samit Basu in order to achieve the proposed objectives. In both
narratives, an Al assistant is employed with the protagonist, whom they acknowledge as their companion.
Through a close analysis of the film and novel, a more nuanced and varied mode of surveillance has been
interpreted. Although both the Al assistants exhibit surveillance traits and intervene in privacy as well as
agency, yet they work in their own individual spaces and own unique ways. Here is a comparison table for
both Al assistants from film and novel, respectively:

Sl no Parameters Al assistant in the film Al assistant in the novel
1. Name Allen Narad
2. Type Personalized Al assistant, by | Mobile application.
ctrl.ai.
3. Target Nella (Social media Influencer). | Joey (Reality Controller).
Pervasive presence.
4. Nature of | Stays  active  24*7  and | Pervasive presence.
availability constantly keeps track of
5. Mode of | Nella’s digital and personal | Deactivates once Joey switches it
surveillance activities  through  device | off, but does not stop monitoring
camera. Joey’s life through sensory
Harmful and intrusive, that can | detection.
6. Consequence of | cause hazards. Not actively harmful, but disrupts
surveillance privacy and constantly tries to
Surveillance capitalism | monitor.
7. Nature of | (Zuboft, 2019), stealing of | No such hidden motto is clearly
surveillance personal data and exporting it to | mentioned, nor is the parent
the parent company. company known, but induces soft
surveillance.
Yes
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8. Destabilization Yes
of privacy Constant digital surveillance,

9. Mode of | taking over social media life, | Unsolicited intervention through
destabilizing extracting codes, passwords, | sensory detection, tries to control
privacy Emails, photos, etc. the individual through pre-

Extremely high. recommendations.
Comparatively low.

10. Risk rate for the | Yes, it causes a gradual but
user complete loss of agency on the | Apparent loss of individual

11. Loss of agency | user’s part. agency.

Not letting the user realize its
true intention, and making them | Does not intend to trap the
12. Mode of | believe as if the assistant is the | individual intentionally, tries to
trapping only saviour. persuade Joey emotionally, but
constantly tries to intervene in
their decisions by providing
Nella, although initially tries to | autonomous suggestions.
resist after recognizing the | Joey never feels any threat from
threat, but ultimately | NARAD, but still chooses to

13. Resistance  vs | surrenders. avoid it for days, and then

compliance upgrades its system.
Ambiguous regarding Nella’s
acceptance or rejection of Al, as | Joey never really acknowledges
she is seen reinstalling Ctrl, | the NARAD as a threat, but her

14. Ending even after knowing the | ghosting Narad in the end, but still

surveillance threat. upgrading it, marks ambiguity.
Malevolent Al assistant. Benevolent Al assistant.
15. Inference

Hence, the study critically analyzes two of the Indian narratives, focusing mainly on everyday
surveillance, individual agency and privacy to come up with two completely different ecosystems,
transformed through Al-mediated surveillance.

Conclusion

The paper plays a key role in tracing the post-panopticon (Boyne, 2000) in digital spheres, dealing mainly
with Al-led surveillance. Earlier discourse on the Panopticon (Foucault, 1975) modelled surveillance as a
structure operating within an enclosed architecture, while the contemporary model of Al-mediated
surveillance ensures surveillance beyond any rigid structure. Through the analysis, a more nuanced way
of surveillance can be demonstrated. As of the conventional Orwellian prototype of surveillance, Al poses
itself as an extension of the stereotypical Big Brother. In a way, Al-led surveillance can be concluded as
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the post-panopticon (Boyne, 2000), as well as the Neo-Big Brother, after examining both the narratives
extensively. Liquid surveillance (Bauman & Lyon, 2013), as proposed by David Lyon and Zygmunt
Bauman, becomes the most appropriate model for the surveillance that operates within both narratives. As
both narratives have a setting very much similar to Deleuze’s societies of control (1990), where privacy
is no longer limited to the self and surveillance is not constrained. The body of the user is reduced to a
data extraction medium, and thus, these assistants act as the stakeholders of this data. This raises higher
ethical issues related to surveillance in general and Al-powered surveillance in particular. Therefore, the
study can further harness scope for research, focusing largely on the ethical implications of such Al
applications in literary domain.
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