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Surveilling
the Nonsensical

The towering buildings were barely any different from one another. Warm light
gushed from five of the fifteen flats, all the while forming a stark contrast with
the dark billowing clouds. A distinct, artificial blue light diffused from one of
the live screens, which framed the daily lives of some unknown, to me at least,
characters. Yesterday, I watched from behind my curtain. There were two
of them: the man held a camera. The woman stood in a corner of the room.
The eye of the lens pointed in my direction. It was hard to make out whether
they were talking. The only sound I heard was that of low drumming of cars
rushing by. The eye kept pointing at me. I refused to move, but felt unease. I
was doing something I should not have been. At least five signs ushered me
not to every time I left the flat in the morning. And again when I came back at
the end of the day. The elevator was never the place I performed the act. An
eye was definitely positioned just above the mirror and I imagine its diagonal view downward would allow anything taking place to be archived. The
man had, without a doubt, an archive of his own. Would he, when he looked
through it, find my eye staring back at him from behind the curtain. Or would
it not surprise him at all?
If privacy is freedom, then what do we have?
The screen, and the technology supporting it, has given us the ability to see
any given space at any given time. Surveillance is one of the many technologies that first developed to enlarge the functionality of certain military purposes, e.g. surveillance of a multiplicities of subjects via screens especially grew
due to the 9/11 attacks. A system in which everyone is tracked and watched
(and therefor controlled) would prevent any type of attack in the future. This
has now caused surveillance on anyone and everyone to be standardized.
Edward Snowden caused an uproar among citizens of the United States in
June of 2013 (the news soon reached the entirety of the world) when he leaked classified NSA documents for the public eye to see. He had revealed the
surveillance techniques used by the NSA itself and now it had all of a sudden
become very clear that these techniques were not only used to control (to
be) criminals but to keep track of everyone. In Citizen Four (a documentary
made in 2014 on this case) Snowden explains how the usage of internet grew
because of the democratic ideas it encapsulated. It was a place where a mass
audience could encounter one another and have the ability to be free in their
thoughts, sayings, makings, and share these without a filter. It was a place
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were freedom of speech prevailed. Nowadays, just four years after the NSA
leakage ‘scandal’, it seems as though it has been forgotten (in how far this has
been a deliberate choice is debatable) how intrusive surveillance actually is. If
‘freedom’ has been moulded into ‘privacy’, is it, then, safe to say that freedom
can only be found where technology cannot see us?
Shared synthetic memory
Surveillance provides us with an overload of information. Mining collective
data for (national) security reasons doesn’t allow us to find “the needle in the
hay stack. It just makes the pile of hay bigger” as stated by De Groene Amsterdammer (A Dutch leftist newspaper who published an article concerning
a referendum whether or not the government should be admitted insight into
the data of Dutch citizens.). The ability to collect whatever we encounter, at
any given time, in any given space, broadens our collection of imagery and
information. Archives overflow with nonsensical imagery. We cannot begin to
count the amount of poor quality images saved on external hard-drives, phones, desktops, that will never be looked back upon. Readily available at all
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times, yet discarded in many ways. The mind must have been built to alter a
memory every next time we think back upon it. Therefore, I have doubts if my
ever-growing archive should comfort me.
Nevertheless, this archiving of infinite nonsensical-ness is not useless.
What so far has remained specifically undefined, is ‘nonsensical-ness’. In the
context of this essay the nonsensical would be either the capturing of an action
that is still to be made sense of (or not) or the resulting image/text regarding a
(simulated) place/occurrence, where an action might or might not take place.
So, in this sense it is neither useless, nor meaningless, just ridiculously impractical for the purpose that was in first instance imposed upon it. To give an
example; many different kinds of nonsensical imagery are used to prepare for
possibly a third world war: “Simulation end of the world – a favourite computer scenario of military strategists preparing for world war 3. Infinite endings
in the imagination surrogate. But always the beginning, too.” (Bogard). In the
name of research there must be a different way to come up with military strategies other than to make an infinite amount of simulations of ways in which
the ‘world will end’. By doing exactly this, it will become infinitely impossible to rule out simulations and connect one to a reality. Thus, we must also
take into account all nonsensical details from which we can conclude that the
likeliness of a simulated occurrence actually happening will become smaller
and smaller. Should we ask ourselves then, to which extent we will go, to save
all this information, imagery and data? And what, many years from now, will
be looked back upon and taken into historic perspective: the nonsensical or
the seemingly sensical? Which will be of more importance in our enormous
collection of things, in our shared synthetic memory?
Objectifying through surveillance
Many films have been said to foresee the future that we take part in now. But
may those films have not existed, will the future have become what it has? In
1984 George Orwell imagined the probable: a future in which everything is
controlled by a governmental institution via surveillance. Big Brother oversees citizens, and even thought-crime (breaking rules not by taking action,
but by thinking about breaking the rules that are set in this dystopian society)
takes its toll. According to Meng Jing of the South China Morning Post, China
has begun to implant facial recognition systems in the daily lives of its citi-

-zens. Security and police officers are now using eyewear to instantly categorize a group of passer-by’s in public environments. One of those categories is
‘watchlist’. If someone is subjected to this category it is not solely based on
criminal records of that person, but also their nationality, heritage, beliefs, and
so on. They may have never undertaken anything that is worth ‘securing’ but
their every move is tracked. In some ways this system of surveilling may lead
to proficient results but in many ways it promotes a society in which a lack
of trust is stimulated, freedom of speech (freedom of thinking even) is scrutinized and people live in fear for being ‘found out’: for something they may
possibly undertake in the future or for something they have already undertaken
that isn’t illegal now but may be used against them in the future. This fear or
awareness of surveillance quite often causes people to move and act differently than they normally would. This is called the ‘chilling effect’ and attracts
more attention than necessary to those that have nothing to hide. Consequently, it also attracts attention away from those desired to be seen by surveilling
institutions.
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Most people grasp surveillance as it reveals itself to us, a simulated image, often via screen, that shows us we are being watched. Just this
is already enough to control people, while they unconsciously ‘go with it’.
In an interview for the Statens Museum for Kunst, Ed Atkins discusses his
work ‘Safe Conduct’, a “…three channel and one audio-scape piece. The
three videos are installed on a big – sort of – airport video wall, hanging in a
slightly oppressive way in the centre of the room and then around that a series
of speakers are playing Ravels ‘Bolero’.” In a sense, how Atkins takes apart
his perception of safety animations is relatable to the Panopticon designed by
Jeremy Bentham: an architectural setting built in such a way that partakers
understand they are being watched but do not question whether they are actually seen all the time and cannot make out who is watching them. Even though
customs at an airport may have physical people safekeeping the security areas
now, many forms of simulated surveillance are present and airport customs are
growing into spaces controlled by artificial surveillance by utilizing biometric
face recognition technologies. Passport checks have already been subjected to
these facial recognition programs.

the calm, deep voice that sounds through London Bridge overground station
inhabits a sense of violence in its propriety. “See it. Say it. Sorted.” Translated
roughly as: ‘If we don’t see it (which almost seems redundant in this case),
someone else will.’ In this way you as the subject of this message are imposed
on the idea that it is your duty to keep those surrounding you, in check. Do
you become an accomplice in the situation if you don’t comply? Subjectivity
is rendered meaningless, because your choice has been made for you. The
simulation of nonsensical surveillance has steered you into an objectification
of yourself and all other objectified surrounding you.

What happens when personal objectification is turned around unto
‘the other’. The other, whom I (and for that reason ‘you’ the engager with this
text) and you do not know. In the very first paragraph of this essay, it seems
as though someone is either being filmed, photographed or merely watched.
Not per se archived (but could be), but perhaps looked at. Near the end, the
uncertainty of the ‘I’ breaks when ‘we’ realise they themselves seem to have
been the voyeur all along. We have become a voyeur of whatever our screen
has to offer. However nonsensical the image. But is it ever a hundred percent
“(The work is) particularly inspired by those – kind of – safety animations, clear who is watching who? The screen exploited for the voyeurs need may be
security animations that you’ll see when you’re queuing up to drop your stuff as simple as a window, a silver screen in a pool of darkness, or maybe even a
through security. Which have a very particular, whimsical tone – it’s sort of in- laptop from which we can never be certain if it is not just looking at back at
nocent, this idea. When actually, what’s really happening… when you have to us.
take everything off and go through these machines, it is to me, symbolically, a
The nonsensical is extraordinary
very violent thing.” (Atkins, 2016)
The website insecam.org caught people’s attention a few years ago. Insecam
While moving through customs people are stripped of their belongings. offers insight into a wide variety of livestreams taken from security camera’s
in public areas. When owners of public surveillance camera’s cease to chanThe body passes through x-rays, just as their belongings do. Both are objects
ge their default passwords, the imagery stays available on an open network.
under surveillance. Does it happen simply because it must? Humans become
Many livestreams have been taken off the air since then. What remains to exist
as much a non-sensical object as the capitalist technology that promoted an
is supposedly a niche following that takes a tour around the website every now
extension to our individual being. The simulation of the supposedly hyperreal
and then, just for the sake of looking at mundane environments and maybe to
safety instructions, or any type of surveillance for that matter, is restrained
catch a glimpse of something out of the ordinary. Among the most popular live
in its reality by (paradoxically) its hyperreal-ness. Animations or camera’s
streams are a view of a pub in Portland, Maine, an indoor swimming pool in
are directly placed, the viewer cannot refrain from accepting their presence,
Sochaczew, Poland and a black-and-white stream of an uneventful beach in
but their meaning or fundament is removed by the simulation they possess.
Rome, Italy. The possibility of all nonsensical-ness coming together at preciseThe animations remain unquestioned because as a public we understand their
ly the right point and construct something necessary from obliviousness,
physicality but not the actual rigidness that underlies their being. Even
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is rather small. But it can be done. Take Florian Freier’s photographic series
Cached Landscapes for example. A series that evokes thinking of the story of
the 1966 cult-classic Blow Up, in which the lead character, a photographer,
finds out he accidentally caught a murder on camera while exposing his film
in the darkroom. Freier used his browser cache (an algorithm that translates
rendering websites into sets of images that are seemingly unimportant) to construct a more detailed birds eye view of NSA operation centres in Germany. A
controversial project in so far that the NSA does not condone with being watched itself. Could any web engine search on the NSA and surveillance allow
precautions to be taken with anyone who searches?
Images have become ephemeral in a way that our attention towards
them is short-lived, there are too many to comprehend. We scan, our brains
rewired to grasp their essence instantly, may they have one at all. There must
be an important detail or story within every image, why otherwise would we
collect it. This, at least, seems to be the thought process behind many surveillance methods. By gathering everything there is to see, no knowledge will
ever go missing. Not only knowledge of the useful but also knowledge of the
nonsensical appears to be archived, so that it is never lost. Connections are
made between unrelated details. Imaginary worlds become the result of putting together factual pieces of a puzzle. Therefor, the poor image will become
just as worthy as the ‘non-poor’ image. Equal to any other image in their story,
as well as their photographic qualities. Steyerl lends a sort of freedom to the
poor image: “The image is liberated from the vaults and archives and thrust
into digital uncertainty, at the expense of its own substance.” Now, digital
uncertainty is regulated and poor images are archived nonetheless. Most
information is accessible to anyone online, somewhat as a public archive, but
what has become nearly impossible is to decipher the data we have access to.
Meaning is given to all data we possess. Social media reveal that our harvested data is combined and conclude that users belong in categories like ‘people
that buy vast amounts of soup’ or ‘people who are most likely to buy a Mazda
within the next two months’. These types of allegations sound harmless but
are the driving factors of forming a world in which our lives our bent into
doing exactly that, which forecasts suspect us to.

Instead of having sculptures, handwritten books, paintings and (analogue) photographs of that which is deemed to be important and memorable,
will we be the generation that made a collection of everything? And therefor,
a collection of nothing at all – a collection representing what is already there?
Will we be able to have a sense of nostalgia for the past, or will the possibility
to perceive everything at once, influence the linearity of time? All nonsensicalness would form a whole parallel to reality. A simulation so real that only
a sliver of a screen separates us from our ‘exact’ selves. Except we don’t own
the tools to keep control over those parallel selves and parallel happenings.
Maybe it won’t be so bad if nonsensicalities play a part in surveillance. If they
accompany the logical and sensical and fill the simulation to the brim, we will
have neither a reality nor a virtual. This way surveillance will not invade privacy, nor have power because connections are infinite. Subjects might become
as much object as anything else and as a result, hierarchy will fall apart.
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