
 
 
 

Course Title Surveillance Technologies and  
Cultural Transformations since 9/11 

Category Social Sciences, Politics and History 

Class Time 

Session 1:  June 15th – July 10th 2020 
Track B                                    
Weekly schedule 
Monday: 9 am – 10.30 am & 11 am – 12.30 pm 
Wednesday: 9 am – 10.30 am & 11 am – 12.30 pm 
Thursday: 1.30 pm – 3 pm & 3.30 pm – 4.15 pm 

Course Level & 
Target Group 

 
Undergraduate students of all subjects with an academic 
background and a strong interest in the various aspects of 
Culture, Literature, Film and Visual Arts, as well as Surveillance 
Studies. 

 

Course Language 
This course is taught in English, including readings in English. For 
the understanding of the texts and the discussions in class a 
language level B2 (Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages) is required. 

ECTS 5 ECTS (45 contact hours) 

Instructor Dr. Betiel Wasihun  
 

Course Description 
How have surveillance technologies transformed culture and identity in post-9/11 worlds? As 
Jonathan Finn has stated, through digitalisation as well as public space cameras, surveillance 
has become a “way of seeing, a way of being” (2012). Social media users contribute by sharing 
their personal information in the online public domain – today’s “Funopticon” (Lewis 2017) is all 
about self-exposure. This course will examine the impact of surveillance technology on society 
by looking at the multifaceted ways technologies and societies interact. We will explore how 
surveillance is represented in contemporary art, literature, film and popular culture. The 
omnipresence of surveillance jeopardizes the hard-fought enlightened right to privacy, 
individuality and freedom. The course will map out important themes revolving around 
surveillance and its repercussions (e.g. visibility, identity, privacy and control as essential 
elements of today's culture of surveillance). The course provides an overview of the 
interdisciplinary field of surveillance and covers the latest research in the following major areas: 
1. Relationship between surveillance, power and social control; 2. The concept of privacy; 3. 
Surveillance in the arts and popular culture. The first unit of the course offers an introduction 
into the history and theory of surveillance and surveillance technology (e.g. close-circuit 
television (CCTV) in public and quasi-public spaces, biometrics, data mining, monitoring 
technologies in cyberspaces, workplaces and private spaces). The second unit investigates 
films, novels, art and popular culture (e.g. Reality Television and Social Networking Sites) that 
prominently address the subject. Readings will be drawn from the social sciences, 
contemporary fiction and popular media. Several films will be shown to facilitate critical inquiry. 
 



 

Course Objective & Learning Outcomes 
By the end of the course, students will be able to: 
 
• understand the origins of surveillance in contemporary society. 
• critically assess the changing social processes and the cultural production as 

repercussions of surveillance technologies. 
• employ surveillance theories. 
• examine the effects of surveillance on individuals, social organization, cultural production 

through analysing artwork, novels and films. 

 

Readings 
You will be provided with a Reader at the beginning of the course 

Course Schedule 
Part I: Histories of Surveillance and the “Watched World Today” 

1. Introduction “Defining Surveillance” and course outline 
2.  “Surveillance and Data Protection”   Excursion: Spy Museum 
3. GDR & Stasi  Excursion: GDR Museum 
4. Surveillance now and then: Comparative Approaches 

 

Part II: Histories of Surveillance and the “Watched World Today” 
1. Surveillance Technologies and their Social Impact 
2. Surveillance Theories and Key concepts: Panopticon and Societies of Discipline and 

Control (Michel Foucault; Gilles Deleuze); Corporate Surveillance and Surveillance 
Capitalism (Shoshana Zuboff); Liquid Surveillance (Davin Lyon and Zygmunt Bauman); 
Surveillant Assemblage (Kevin D. Haggerty and Richard V. Ericson) 

3. Drones and Social Media 
4. Changing Notions of the Private and The Public: How does Privacy change in the Age of 

the Internet?  
5. Guest lecture by Arthur Michel Holland (Bard College, New York State): “Eyes in the 

Sky: Public Space as Privacy’s Final Frontier” 
6. Excursion Stasi Museum 

 

Part III: Representations of Surveillance: Literature, Film, Visual Arts  
1. Surveillance and Dystopian Novels 
2. Dystopian literature – What is it? Understanding the genre. 
3. Close reading exercises: George Orwell’s 1984; Dave Eggers’s The Circle (2013); Gary 

Shteyngart’s Super Sad True Love Story (2010). 
4. How is Surveillance represented on the level of content and narrative? 
5. Who watches and who is watched in Surveillance narratives? 
6. What is the message underlying contemporary Surveillance novels? 
7. Guest lecture by Prof. Stefan Willer (HU Berlin): “Literature, Policing and Surveillance” 

 

Part IV: Representations of Surveillance: Literature, Film, Visual Arts 
1. Screening of Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s film The Lives of Others (2006) 
2. Guiding discussion question: What makes surveillance totalitarian?  
3. Compare surveillance practices in a totalitarian socialist regime and the tendency 



towards digital totalitarianism in contemporary society. What are the differences? Are 
there any similiarities? 

4. What does it mean to be constantly observed? Webcams, TV-Reality Shows, Social 
Media and Mobile Phones. 

5. Guest Lecture by Karen Louise Grova Søilen (University of Copenhagen): “Resistance 
and Surveillance Art” 

6. Guest lecture by Prof. Dr. Matthias Hurst on film “Spectatorship, Voyerism and 
Surveillance in Popular Film” 

7. Wrap-up and evaluation. 
 

Assignments 
In order to be granted 5 ECTS, participants will be asked to attend all sessions and to 
contribute to lively discussions, to prepare individual mini-presentations throughout the course 
and one long presentation (15 minutes), as well as  to write an academic paper (2000 words) 
on the topics discussed in class.  

Submission deadline: last course day.  
 

Assessment Components 
The final grade will be composed of a presentation (20%), final academic paper (50 %) and 
active participation in the class discussion and mini-presentations (30%).  

A minimum of 80% class attendance is required. Failure to fulfil one of the mentioned 
components results in failure of the class.  

Expectations & Policies 
Preparation for lively discussions in the classroom: be on time, have at least the required readings 
completed and points in mind for discussion or clarification. 

Assignments: complete all assignments according to the specified requirements on schedule including 
handing over to the lecturer. 

Commitment in class: pay particular attention to the lecturer and respect differences of opinions 
(classmates’, lecturers, locals engaged with on the visits).  

Academic guidelines: Comply with academic integrity policies (such as no plagiarism or cheating, nothing 
unethical), especially the academic honor code and the student code of conduct (see FAQs on 
www.huwisu.de). 

Attendance policy: No unexcused absences are permitted. Students must contact their class teachers to 
catch up on missed work – to excuse absence please contact the HUWISU office (80% class attendance 
are required).  

Field trips: if classes involve a field trip or other external visits, these require attendance as well as 
appearance in time – transportation difficulties are never valid reasons for an excused absence. 

Extra-curricular Activities 
HUWISU offers a fine selection of interesting extra-curricular activities and aims to give all participants an 
unforgettable stay in Berlin. Your program includes excursions, sport activities and social gatherings 
providing you the opportunity to get to know the city, the university and your classmates better and to 
meet students from all parts of the world. The costs for these offers are included in the program fee. 
 
Below you will find examples of previously offered cultural activities. You will be informed about the 
respective cultural program after your enrolment via email as well as during the course period. 
 



Political and historical guided tours: 
• Federal Chancellery (Bundeskanzleramt): It’s the central coordination point for the entire 

government policy. The office is in constant contact to departments and other authorities. 
• German Parliament (Bundestag):  As the highest organ of the legislative in Germany it’s elected by 

the German people. In practice Germany is governed by a bicameral legislature, of which the 
Bundestag serves as the lower house and the Bundesrat equals the upper house. 

• House of Representatives (Abgeordnetenhaus): It’s the state parliament (Landtag) of Berlin and 
located in the center of the reunified city. Together with the Martin Gropius Bau, the Topography of 
Terror and the Bundesrat, it presents an arresting contrast to the flair of the new Potsdamer Platz. 

• Topography of Terror: A permanent exhibition with focus on the central institutions of the SS and 
police during the “Third Reich” and the crimes they committed throughout Europe. With the help of 
mostly photographic material, visitors are led through the major themes of the exhibition’s five main 
segments. 

• Political Archive: As the “memory” of the Federal Foreign Office it preserves the files on German 
diplomacy since 1867, as well as the international treaties signed by the Federal Republic of Germany 
and its predecessors in title. The records are preserved, processed and made available for academic 
research. 

 
Cultural guided tours: 
• Kreuzberg Tour: Kreuzberg has emerged from its history as one of the poorest quarters in Berlin in 

the late 1970s to a cultural center of today’s Berlin. A unique area and one of the hippest 
neighbourhoods in Berlin with many bars, pubs and clubs. 

• Museum Island (Museumsinsel): was awarded UNESCO World Heritage Status in 1999 and is an 
ensemble of five museums: Old Museum, New Museum, Old National Gallery, Pergamon Museum and 
Bode Museum. 

• Berlin Cathedral (Berliner Dom): Berlin´s largest and most important Protestant church is located on 
the Museum Island. 

• Daytrip to Potsdam: Be inspired by the illustrious attractions of the UNESCO’s World Heritage while 
underway through the city of Potsdam. Immerse yourself in the history and present of Potsdam and 
discover many palaces, gardens, and historic quarters such as the “Holländisches Viertel” or the 
“Nikolaikirche”. 

• Exhibitions: Berlin is known for its unique galleries and exhibitions, that is why we will visit at least 
one during the Winter University. 

 
Social gatherings 
• Welcome Get-Together: We invite you to meet all participants as well as the HUWISU staff in a 

relaxed atmosphere. 
• Boat trip: Get to know Berlin from a completely new perspective and see Berlin’s famous sights while 

floating along the river Spree. 
• Beach Volleyball: A fun outdoor sport activity on long warm summer evenings for those who love to 

play and everyone who just want to enjoy watching the others play, lying in the sand, meet friends for 
some drinks, or simply relax in the middle of Berlin. 

• Farewell Party: At the end of the Summer University we will come together to celebrate the exciting 
time with HUWISU. 

Your Instructor 
Dr. Betiel Wasihun is IPODI Marie Curie Postdoctoral Fellow at the Institute for Philosophy, 
History of Literature, Science and Technology at the TU Berlin and currently conducts research 
on surveillance and its cultural and literary manifestations. Before coming to the TU Berlin, she 
was a Fellow of Lincoln College and a member of the Faculty of Medieval and Modern 
Languages at the University of Oxford. She holds an M.A. (2005) and PhD (2009) in German 
Studies from the University of Heidelberg and was also a Research and Teaching Fellow at the 
German Department of Yale University (2006-2008). 
 
 
 
Please note that the course and its syllabus are subject to change. Last update: January 2020 
 


