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The Panopticon of Youth: Young Adult Literature in the Age of Surveillance 

 
Course Description: 
"The surveillance in Britain makes America look like amateur hour.Â  The average Londoner is 
photographed 500 times a day, just walking around the streets. Every license plate is photographed at 
every corner in the country. Everyone from the banks to the public transit company is enthusiastic 
about tracking you and snitching on you if they think you're remotely suspicious." --Cory 
Doctorow, Little Brother 

We all live under nearly constant surveillance, but few people are more closely watched—or more 
acutely aware of that fact—than teenagers. The status of adolescents as not-quite-adult has long been 
used to justify a wide array of surveillance practices, from the installation of security cameras in 
schools to the anxious intrusions of parents into their children's sock drawers and browser histories. 
Understandably, teens tend to resent these measures as attempts at regulating their behavior, but at 
the same time they may exploit new surveillance technologies to further their own interests. Many 
happily surrender personal information to companies that construct consumer profiles using 
sophisticated algorithms, and many more use social media to create a public identity and monitor their 
peers. Reality TV remains immensely popular, and producers have no difficulty finding young people 
who are willing to audition. 

This course takes as its starting point the idea that much contemporary young adult (YA) fiction sees 
surveillance as a central, intensely problematic fact of modern life. With that in mind, we will look at 
how recent YA novels explore both the danger and liberating possibilities of surveillance. Some of these 
present the interplay between terrorism, state surveillance, and civil rights; others focus on voluntary 
peer-to-peer surveillance through social media; and yet others consider the digital surveillance of 
consumers by corporations. In each case we will consider the teen subjects' responses to being 
watched, and the role these responses play in forming civic and personal identity. 

Required Texts: 

 Francine Prose, After 
 Cory Doctorow, Little Brother 
 J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix 
 Suzanne Collins, Hunger Games 
 Rae Mariz, The Unidentified 
 M. T. Anderson, Feed 
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 (Slight modifications to this list are likely and will be announced in the fall.) 

Course Requirements: 

 Participation - 10% 
 Two very brief position papers - 10% 
 Critical review of an academic article or book chapter - 15% 
 Research proposal and annotated bibliography - 10% 
 Term paper - 30% 
 Final exam - 25% 

 

 


