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Who has the power?


The consolidation of democracy and equal opportunities depends first of all on access to education, and then it depends on free and unlimited access to knowledge, information and culture. Since knowledge went from oral to written in its different forms, and very especially after the invention of the printing press, knowledge was no longer reserved for a few and became more and more public and democratic. However, throughout history there were groups that tried to impose their ideas, often in an evident way, causing fear and using censorship, but also very frequently through a much more subtle manipulation.


In this era of full access, the most democratic ever imagined, it is assumed that the user or the client has all the power. We can choose comfortably from an almost infinite offer, and receive a book (or any other product) at a very convenient price without even leaving our homes. But who is really in power in the digital age?


Just as in the “real” or “physical” world stores decide what to display in their windows, virtual stores can show, hide or eliminate certain products and content. The paradox is that we are perfectly aware of the first, but research indicates that most people ignore the second. Most of us believe that we enjoy freedom and unrestricted access, although this is not always the case. Shoshana Zuboff, author of The Age of Surveillance Capitalism points out: “We were so convinced that the interconnected world would give us more freedom, and we have so denied the power of public and commercial institutions that we couldn’t see it. When you believe something strongly, seeing data that contradicts it over and over again is not enough to change that belief.”


Networks, technology platforms and virtual stores obviously have their own agenda, and this agenda is not exclusively driven by profitability. In this sense, the most striking thing is that on certain occasions content considered as “inconvenient” can be punished with the most unknown form of censorship: the digital disappearance.


•





“Let’s forget everything, absolutely everything”


The digital age places us in an intermediate position between freedom and unlimited access on the one hand, and control, surveillance and manipulation on the other. Many times we are not aware of the power that large Internet companies have over us. One such company is Amazon: with its Kindle device, it dominates the digital book market. Anyone can self-edit his e-book and upload it to the Amazon virtual store so that it can be offered to users anywhere on the planet. However, Amazon also functions as a “gatekeeper” for the content it sells (more than half of the books sold in the United States are sold by Amazon) and it also has a history of removing books (remotely and unilaterally) from user’s Kindles.


The book has established itself throughout history as an emblem of knowledge, and resists as a format even in the digital age, despite the outdated announcements of its death. But also throughout history books considered “dangerous” have been persecuted for moral, religious, economic, political or scientific reasons, and these reasons have varied in different times and societies. Practically since the beginning of writing there has been persecution and censorship, and throughout the centuries these attempts to annihilate certain content presented barbaric episodes, such as the burning of books by Nazi Germany.


Different works of science fiction have anticipated the surveillance, censorship or manipulation societies that could be related to twentieth century regimes. In the current “surveillance capitalism”, the control tools are increasingly sophisticated, and they use our traces, searches, microphones, geo location, etc., to activate their “black box” algorithms and predict or induce certain behaviors.


In the pages that follow we will analyze the ironic predictions of the novels 1984 and Fahrenheit 451, we will review the history of the book as an emblem of knowledge and as an object of censorship and persecution, we will review the content persecuted in history and we will arrive at the content challenged or censored in the present time (both from the conservative sectors and from the dominant wave of the politically correct). We’ll analyze how, when subtle surveillance mechanisms are combined with forms of censorship, users must draw their own resistance strategies. “Let’s forget everything, absolutely everything. Fire is bright and clean” says the fire chief Beatty to his subordinate, Montag, in the novel Fahrenheit 451. A few years before, in Nazi Germany, Joseph Goebbels had anticipated that fiction when thousands of books were burned in front of an angry crowd. Here we propose the opposite.
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The new Big Brother and his Ministry of Truth


“Big Brother is watching you” was one of the phrases with which the regime described in the novel 1984 exerted control over the citizens. George Orwell published the book in 1949: it was a fiction describing a dystopian future in which the state exercised omnipresent surveillance, repressive control, and arbitrary manipulation of information, language and history. There, Big Brother was the founder of the ruling party, an all-encompassing presence with his surveillance ability; Big Brother was the one who controlled and who should be respected.


The novel seemed to warn well in advance of the dangers of control societies. How ironic it was that fifty years after its publication, Dutch television broadcast the first edition of the reality show Big Brother. Taking inspiration from Orwell’s novel, they had designed a kind of social experiment in which a group of strangers had to live together in a house, isolated from the outside world, while being recorded and filmed 24 hours a day. Each week the participants voted who should leave the house, and then the public chose between the two most voted. The last to leave the house was the winner. In the show, Big Brother was the omnipresent figure who dictated the rules, watched, communicated or sanctioned. The program was a worldwide success, and twenty years later it had more than 450 editions in 54 countries. The idea of surveillance and control available to any viewer turned out to be an extremely successful entertainment product.


But the 1984 story would provide, a decade later, an even more ironic twist. By 2009, the digital revolution started to prevail in the reading industry. One of the Internet’s Big Four, Amazon, was a pioneer in the sale of digital books and was also beginning to dominate the market with its reading device: the Kindle. The device functioned as a digital library, repository of notes and underlines. One fine day, several users discovered that some of their books had been remotely and unilaterally removed from their Kindle devices. One of those books was 1984. Precisely a novel that portrayed a society in which the censorship apparatus erased or modified information!


In the novel, the story was constantly rewritten by the Ministry of Truth, and all information contrary to Big Brother’s interests was sent to an incineration hopper called “memory hole”. In the case of the Kindles, only a handful of books had been removed from users’ devices, but that showed both the company’s potential and the vulnerability of users / customers.
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