

Using at least 3 examples, consider how image makers have utilised modern digital technology to scrutinise the surveillance state.
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Introduction 

The idea of privacy and there being a separation between public and private life has been around since Aristotle (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2017). The ethics of these boundaries and how surveillance relates to them has been a source of debate for almost as long. This essay will examine the impact of digital technology within the sphere of state surveillance and how artists have responded to it through their own use of technology. 

The first chapter will examine concepts connected to ideas of privacy, surveillance and the state. Key thinkers considered will include Andrea Brighenti, particularly in his essay “Artveillance: At the Crossroads of Art and Surveillance” and Deleuze & Guattari, particularly “Societies of Control”.

The second chapter will examine some contemporary artists and their responses within the conceptual framework laid out in the previous chapter.

The conclusion will suggest that the expansion of digital technology into state surveillance has outpaced public awareness or approval and artists such as those presented in this essay are serving a vital function in raising awareness of this.
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Chapter One 

There is a significant difference between individual surveillance such as a security camera covering your back door and State surveillance, such as the CCTV in the street outside your home. There is a relationship between vision and power. Perhaps the most well known expression of this is through Bentham’s model of the Panopticon and the wider applications suggested by Foucault and Orwell. Though superficially there for the protection and benefit of society, the act of watching and awareness of being watched has an altogether more sinister impact on people. (Mcnish 2017)

Artists have explored the asymmetrical dynamic of looking versus being looked at in innumerable ways. For the purposes of this essay, a selection of those who have concerned themselves with the dynamic as it relates to the state and the individual shall be examined. 

As far back as 1938, Walker Evans and Helen Levitt were conducting covert surveillance with cutting edge technology for artistic purposes. However, quite tellingly, it wasn’t until 1966 that Evans exhibited any of those works due to concerns over the reactions of the unwitting subjects. - a situation that seems almost ludicrous in a modern setting. (Getty Museum, 2017)
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Italian sociologist Brighenti coined the term “artveillance” to describe the intersection between artistic practice and surveillance. Within his work he proposes the idea of visibility regimes to describe various forms of social visibility and their relationship to surveillance which provides an agreeable framework within which to discuss a range of artistic response. Briefly the three regimes are the Visibility of Recognition which concerns the immediate field of social recognition and access to social existence. It is the visibility one encounters in a face-to-face meeting. Next is the Visibility of Control. This is essentially the Orwellian Big Brother. A disenfranchising sense of being watched, even if the gaze is benevolent. Lastly, there is the Visibility of Spectacle that creates a filter effectively between the viewer and the viewed. Even in 2008 Brighenti’s suggestion was that “mass media is the nearest example of visibility-as-spectacle”, though I would argue that social media and digital platforms have clearly become contemporary society’s spectacle of choice. (Brighenti, 2010)

Another vital concept to consider is that of Deleuze’s “Dividual”. That is the idea that rather than the individual being a distinct unit separated from society, each of us can actually be broken further down in a range of traits and behaviours (not so far removed from contemporary thinking on data mining in the fields of marketing or productivity). As such, we are predictable and manipulable at levels that don’t bear a direct relationship to our conscious selves. (Deleuze, 1990)

The wider idea of function creep within digital technology is also particularly salient 
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to any discussion of surveillance. With a basic premise that any given technology might have wider applications than those originally intended, and that over time it may come to be used for different purposes. (Macnish, 2017)
[image: ]
Fig. 1.

“This is readily seen in the use of identity cards in the UK, introduced in the 1939 National Registration Act for the purposes of security, national service and rationing. By 1950 the same cards were being used by 39 government agencies for reasons as diverse as collecting parcels from the post office to routine police enquiries. While any or even all of these were arguably justified, few could be justified under the terms of the initial Act.”

- Kevin Macnish (Macnish: 10)
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Chapter 2[image: ]
Fig 2.


Mark Thomas has made a career out of combining political activism with whimsical humour. (Thomas 2017) He was an early adopter of the application of subversive techniques to modern technology. Almost immediately upon the introduction of the Freedom of Information Act in 2000 in the UK, Thomas produced a series of performative works with the express intention of documenting them through pre-existing surveillance equipment (such as the above image showing a troupe of morris dancers in a McDonald’s outlet). Through his use of the technical apparatus of Brighenti’s Visibility of Control, he is seeking to make the viewer aware both of those elements within society that might impinge on their dignity, and that the viewer can also go some way toward reclaiming their autonomy through subverting the system to force a 
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benevolent function creep that is the polar opposite of most standard definitions. By taking ownership of the material, the subject becomes the viewer as well as the viewed.[image: ]

Fig 3.


Mishka Henner, although originally intending to make a commentary on the Dutch Masters, made a series of works that are particularly striking in highlighting both how digital technology has made the world visible, and how that visibility is itself still a construction fed to us from above. Again, largely examining the visibility of control, his work clearly illustrates how technology, far from democratising information, is 
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still perpetuating a stratification of access and knowledge.
Dries Depoorter’s work speaks directly to the visibility of control, as well as asking questions of the notion of function creep. By placing the power in the hands of the viewer to become arbiter of the fate of the people on screen, it forces the viewer to ask themselves fundamental questions about the nature of surveillance. Though the choice rests with them this time, it would only take one more algorithm to create an[image: ] 
Fig 4.

automated network whereby transgressors are policed automatically without the involvement of other humans. In some ways, this has already begun to happen (with speed cameras for example - policing by automated proxy). Given the growth of the internet of things and the nature of function creep, dystopian fantasies of your house
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hold items becoming secret informers to the authorities don’t seem so fantastic anymore. In theory, the technology is already in place for your fridge to monitor your dinner conversations for signs of sedition. (Macnish, 2017)[image: ]


Fig. 5


“Notably, new technologies extend visibility-as-control from the human sense of sight to the act of tracking and tracing apparently abstract information data. In practice, there is a shift from sensorial to intellectual seeing: a disembodied view appears that ideally resembles God’s infallible vision.” - Andrea Brighenti (Brighenti: 176)

The dehumanising aspect of the experience also blurs the boundary with visibility as spectacle. Are the figures on screen individuals or dividuals? Should they be judged as complex people with unique thoughts and motivations, or purely on the basis of simple externally observed actions?
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Fig. 6[image: ]
Elahi’s epic work of self-surveillance arose out of a genuine experience of being the subject of an investigation by the state. Choosing to embrace the idea that those doing nothing wrong have nothing to hide, he took it upon himself to start to document the minutiae of his life and send the pictures (well over 70,000 of them) directly to the FBI, as well as to a website he set up which provides real time monitoring of his whereabouts. (Elahi, 2017)

“By disclosing mundane details about my daily life, I am simultaneously telling everything and nothing about my life, I am flooding the market with banal information, and questioning its inherent meaning and value for intelligence purposes.” - Hasan Elahi 



Whereas an artist like Mark Thomas use the actual physical equipment of state surveillance to achieve his own goals, Elahi, in embarking on a mission of transparent self-surveillance, appropriates the goal of the state. As Harvey’s Hyperface patterns overload the digital technology of the state with an superabundance of potential faces, so Elahi overloads the agents of state control with an superabundance of information -
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Fig. 7

the sheer volume of which is only made possible by the same digital technologies 
intended to maintain the imbalance of power between state and individual. Indeed, he raises the question of dividuality - by reducing himself in some ways to a subject[image: ] described through a digital data stream, is he asserting his unique presence or simply presenting a summation of all of our lives taken to an extreme.

Most of the artists referenced within this essay make use of the apparatus of surveillance in some way. Harvey’s work differs in that he employs the knowledge of the underpinning technologies to create pieces that stand in direct opposition of the ac
ceptance of being watched, and by extension the acceptance of subjugation to a 
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Fig. 8
higher authority. His current works, the Hyperface patterns are designed to fool facial recognition software by overloading them with false data points. This works both on 

[image: ]
the level of a direct response to the visibility of control, and also at the level of visibility of recognition - whilst the computers might be tricked into averting their gaze, the patterns themselves are distinctive enough to allow the wearer the self-empowerment of peer recognition in their subtle act of defiance.

Tomas van Houtyryve’s series Blue Sky Days makes use of drone footage shot in the characteristic style associated most commonly with the news footage of Western military action, largely in the Middle East. By creating comparative images, such as the 
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Fig. 9
wedding featured in the example, he presents the viewer with an interesting question 
again of the dividual. It’s quite an easy idea to come to terms with the dehumanisation of people in remote parts of the world, but quite another to read the same traits within our own society. As in war, people become “targets” or “collateral[image: ] damage”, so within the surveillance state, our friends and neighbours become “subjects” or even “suspects”.

A complex installation of many parts, Ai Weiwei, Herzog & de Meuron’s work contains an overriding message within this work of the transactional nature of much of modern digital life. In order to access our digitally constructed lives, we must give away our right to privacy. The ubiquity of technology has blurred conventional boundaries between the individual, the state and the spectacle. Entertainment and distraction are valued more than concerns over dignity or privacy.
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Fig. 10
In conclusion then, if the artist’s role is to scrutinise and reflect society then it is clear that there are significant issues with surveillance and its insidious spread throughout our lives. However, it is also gratifyingly clear that there are many artists challenging this. The question remains whether the allure of spectacular distraction has become too much for us already.[image: ]
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