Artist contribution — Sil Krol
The Panoptic Society:
The Issue of Intangible Control

What is the nature of modern surveillance, how does it
affect our lives, and what is our own position in this
apparatus of control? Visual artist Sil Krol elaborates on
this vital theme in his work.
In the year 2013, there is no such thing as the
control state. Or at least there is no control
state in any physical manifestation, which can
be realistically represented. Only quite recently,
Edward Snowden’s unveilings about the NSA’s
monitoring practices have provided new
insights into intelligence agencies’ modes of
working, demonstrating that modern-day
surveillance is a fully automatised, digital
process in which sought-after information is
generated by algorithms and software. It is a
process that defies human imagination, stretching out globally, ignoring national borders,
laws and international conventions, thereby
blurring moral and ethical boundaries.
		The primary goal of this mode of control is
unclear — to what extent is it really about state
security, or does it aim to prevent public unrest,
to consolidate power or to safeguard economic
well-being? Because of political control and a
lack of transparency, all of this remains highly
obscure. But what does it mean to live in a
world where everyone and everything is monitored and spied upon? Are we merely subject
to an abstract perception of alleged control, or
are we — being both consumers and providers
of information — actually instigating the control
apparatus?
		It seems that surveillance nowadays is
more of an intrinsic component of society
than it has ever been before, as if it is a natural
product of contemporaneity. The notion of ‘sur-

veillance’ still invokes associations with camera
supervision, flickering monitors and eavesdropping equipment. In this collectively shared
image ‘effective surveillance’ is only possible
by means of modern technology. This image of
surveillance, however, needs to be expounded.
		A look into the history of surveillance
teaches that the ‘guarding eye’ has always been
present, but has taken on various shapes and
appearances over the course of time. Its transformations, Foucault points out in The Birth
of the Clinic, occurred parallel to major sociocultural developments and shifts of power; for
a long time, religion and ecclesiastical power
played a key role in barring misconduct, a role
which was later taken up by political absolutism
and sovereign power, discipline and the power
of criminal law, and control and constitutional
power, successively.
		It is undeniable, however, that recent
technological developments in surveillance
have enabled authorities to implement more
effective instruments of control on citizens.
For governments, this increased efficiency is
of self-evident importance: it saves manpower
and partly replaces the usage of primary
means of exerting power, like police force.
Acts of repression are thus avoided, as well
as the conflicts these acts of repression bring
about, which naturally is beneficial for the
image of those in power. Still, such prevention
of repression, as an instrument for indirect
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		Sil Krol, Deterrent, 2012. Public
intervention, 400 x 200 x 25 cm. Wood,
CCTV dome camera. Noordereiland,
Rotterdam. Part of KuKa Rotterdam,
commissioned by De Zwarte Ruyter.
(Photo: Sil Krol)

> (next pages) Sil Krol, White Box with Blue and Orange
Stripes, 2010. Illegal intervention, 200 x 200 x 230 cm.
Wood, steel, police striping, Breda. Part of the work is
documentation of the impact on neighbors, passersby,
criminals, media, authorities, politicians and the final
conflict at St. Joost Academy of Art. Work was seized and
confiscated. (Photo: C. Akkermans)
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control, operates chiefly from the principle of
panopticism: the assumption of permanent
supervision and the psychological changes
of conduct that results from this assumption. The greater part of society experiences
these subtle yet expanding manipulations of
human behaviour unconsciously. This is likely
because citizens are hardly able to conjure
an image of permanent supervision: in public
spaces, surveillance is usually hidden (and in
most other cases, people grow accustomed
to it), telephone lines can be tapped unnoticed
and the monitoring of internet traffic or datamining (recording information in databases)
are extremely abstract processes. All of this
might also help to explain how little civil
resistance generally results from new revelations concerning privacy violations.
		Meanwhile, the consequences for the
functioning of the democratic constitutional
state are alarming. Currently, the so-called
‘rule of security’ is leading Western democracies to be governed more and more by fear
and distrust, rather than by the basic principles of freedom and trust. Democracy’s
rule-of-thumb, ‘innocent until proved guilty’,
is slowly making room for a culture that
approaches individuals as possible threats,
identifying suspicious patterns of behaviour,
analyzing and preventively recording them.
Subsequently, the collected information is
automatically made into a profile containing

information about an individual's internet traffic, purchases, communication, and opinions.
If one ever — correctly or incorrectly — is to
be charged for misconduct, this profile may
be held against him. Furthermore, this data
is never erased. If different circumstances
arise, because of a shift in power, for instance,
that accompanies a different approach to
constraining liberties this information might
prove to be an effectively subversive instrument in the hands of the powers that be. The
immense existing infrastructure of control
is permanent, and one can never rule out
the possibility that it may someday, be used
against the population itself. And yet, the
same population remains inexplicably confident that governments mean well and will
always respect the principles of democracy.
The effects of the panoptic society
have become visible: citizens consciously or
unconsciously avoid ‘suspicious’ patterns of
behaviour. They behave differently in public
spaces, on the internet and in their modes of
communication. This irrevocably leads to selfcensorship, which in turn will affect liberties
now protected by the constitution, such as
freedom of speech, thought and religion.
Forms of civil protest or opposition, which in
any democracy should be given the chance to
develop, are thus endangered. Security services
can be abused in order to monitor and frustrate
dissident voices of opposition, and organisers
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of protest can be preventively arrested. Such
debaucheries took place recently during the
Egyptian revolt, during the anti-government
protests in Turkey and in the build up to the
most recent elections in Russia. But also
in Western democracies action groups and
organisations like Amnesty International and
Greenpeace are being monitored, politicians are
being listened in on, and individual protesters
are being arrested.
		Obviously, the age of the internet has
brought many innovations that positively affect
man’s self-dependence, his power to organise,
his freedom of opinion and the broadening of
pluralistic thinking. Yet at the same time, the
infrastructure offered by the internet proves
to be a precarious instrument of control. It is
established that both the urge to control and
prevent have gotten off track, leading us into a
nearly irreversible process entirely based on the
idea of a permanent supply of information and
unlimited technological possibilities. Measures
that used to protect constitutional democracy
no longer suffice to bring this exorbitant
apparatus of control to a halt: parliamentary
control is lacking or is simply by-passed (by
the American FISA court, for instance). Even
though control over this apparatus would be
much to the advantage of governments, they
still have not begun to take civil rights seriously
enough. Change will have to come from citizens
themselves. But as citizens still seem incapable

of recognising the possible consequences of
this apparatus of control, it appears unlikely
such a change will take place any time soon.
Man has become highly dependent on digital
communication and social media; the urge
to share and spread information grows larger
every day, and all of this shared and spread
information continues to be collected. In other
words, there is an ongoing interaction between
the unstoppable growth of publicly available
information, the eagerness of the apparatus
to obtain this information and finally a lack of
critical conscience — on individual levels as
well as on the level of society as a whole —
concerning privacy and civil rights. Because of
this, constitutional democracy is on a slippery
slope, and it is unclear how a balance between
security, economic prosperity and freedom can
be achieved. The situation as it stands is crying
out for a worldwide public debate, in which the
values of democracy, as well as the positions
of both citizens and governments, must be
redefined.

Sil Krol is a visual artist with an interest in
the intersection of the public domain,
architecture and activism. He graduated in
2010 from AKV St. Joost Breda and obtained an MFA from the Sandberg Institute,
Amsterdam in 2012. Krol specializes in
interventions and site-specific work.
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Sil Krol, Tower, 2010.
Installation/ performance, 120
x 120 x 300 cm. Wood, tinted
glass, horn speakers. De
Fabriek Eindhoven. Collaboration with artist and writer
Sanne Brink, who was acting
as an omniscient narrator,
confronting the visitors of the
exhibition with imaginary
facts about their private lives.
(Photo: Sil Krol)
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Sil Krol, Actuele
Veiligheidsindex (‘Colorcoded Current Security
Level’), 2011. Public
intervention, 700 x 150 cm.
Flagpole, flags, traffic signs.
Breda. Part of Territorial
Pissings, commissioned by
KOP. (Photo: Sil Krol)
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