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. . . . . . . .
Context: Surveillance Society

T
oday we live in a surveillance society 
where we are public by default. 
Almost nothing is private any more. 

One’s identity and credit cards gives a lot 
of information about one. Spectacular 
biological and behavioral technologies can 
recognize one based on one’s movements, 
consumer tastes or on the touch dynamics 
as one types on the computer or prints a 
document. Satellites can track one’s position 
anywhere on this planet. Sophisticated 
cameras and medical devices are able to look 
inside one’s body, predict future diseases or 
improve present capabilities. It is obvious 
that an unprecedented multitude of personal 
data is gathered today from all of us. For 
various reasons, people and populations are 
under constant scrutiny (Lyon 2003). With 
our own support, the smallest details of our 
lives are tracked and traced more closely 
than ever before. Today’s world, as Bauman 
concludes, is one in which everything 
moves from enforcement to temptation and 
seduction, from normative regulation to 
PR, from policing to the arousal of desire,  

from supervisors to the supervised, from 
surveyors to the surveyed (Bauman 2012). 

he post 9/11 society is one that 
requires permanent protection, attentive 
monitoring, systematic proiling, and 
continuous care. Advances in technology 
and a general atmosphere of insecurity 
have stimulated a world of ubiquitous 
surveillance (Andrejevic 2012). We are 
witnessing an invasion of watching, being 
watched, monitored, sorted, and classiied 
for various purposes. To think in terms 
of a surveillance society means to relect 
especially on the sophisticated technologies 
that allowed the birth of a world of 
“all seeing”, “a world of no strangers” 
(Giddens 1990) in which the processes of 
disassembling and re-assembling never-
ending information about events and 
individuals are complex and screening and 
targeting those at risk and those posing 
risks for others are commonplace practices. 

Beyond various theories developed in 
the area of Surveillance Studies, we all have 
some ideas about what surveillance society 
looks like due to our basic general culture. 
We have seen movies such as Inception (2010, 
Christopher Nolan), Erasing David (2009, 
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1) The following brief 
historical summary 
takes as reference 

point Wood’s article 
(Wood 2009) and also 
Grünberg’s (Grünberg 

2013).

David Bond), he Butterly Efect (2004, 
Eric Bress and J. Mackye Gruber), Brides of 
Allah (2008, Natalie Assouline),  Minority 
Report (2002, Steven Spielberg), he Matrix 
(1999, Andy Wachowski),  Pillow Book 
(1996, Peter Greenaway) or Gattacca (1997, 
Andrew Niccol). We have all read he 
Castle (F. Kaka), Animal Farm (G. Orwell) 
or he Handmaid’s Tale (M. Atwood). It 
is improbable also not to be aware of the 
WikiLeaks phenomenon and the global 
secrets that have been made public by 
controversial persons such as Solange or 
Snowden or the recent diplomatic disputes 
over mobile interceptions among Germany, 
the E.U. and the USA. We are, in our daily 
lives, curious, excited, scared (or both) when 
thinking about the many technological 
possibilities that exist in order to be traced 
wherever we are, to be seen and identiied 
wherever we hide, to be public by default.

Many deinitions of the term “sur- 
veillance” coexist. From neutral, benign 
ones (surveillance considered as a 
fundamental aspect of society) to negative 
ones (pointing mainly to the repressive 
character of surveillance processes) or 
to more positive ones, talking about 
surveillance as progress, democratization 
of information, accessibility in terms of 
healing, protecting, preventing, taking 
care and in-depth research. Basically, 
“surveillance” means any collection and 
systematic processing of personal data, 
whether identiiable or not, for the purposes 
of inluencing or managing those whose 
data has been gathered (Lyon 2001). More 
recently, “surveillance” is approached 
in terms of knowledge, information and 
protection against threats (Ball 2002). 

As operationalized nowadays, sur- 
veillance is more concerned with activities 
that are possible due to computer power and 
biotechnologies. But there is a long history 
of surveillance before the technological 
revolution of the 20th century. A brief tour 
back in history may easily disclose various 
mechanisms such as discourses, institutions 
and technologies that have lead to various 

forms of surveillance. 
Some forms of technological and non-

technological surveillance have existed for a 
long time. he ancient acts of eavesdropping, 
looking in the mirror, simple observation, 
listening, use of human detectives and 
undercover activities and “voyeurism” have 
been for a long time part of human behavior. 
Jesus, Allah or Mahomet are in fact all 
major “surveillants” of human behavior. 
Chastity bells, identity cards, ingerprints, 
the science of craniology or phrenology, 
but also the more recent manifestations 
of surveillance such as aesthetic surgeries, 
pills industry, cryogenics, demographic 
politics, monitoring movements through 
satellites or the new modern means of 
surveillance such as biometrics, voice 
recognition, DNA analysis, genetic testing – 
all these (and many others not mentioned) 
constitute a taxonomy of surveillance that is 
continuously enriching. 

New surveillance technologies have 
transcended natural barriers (such as 
distance, time and darkness) or built 
obstacles (such as walls). We now have 
scanning of data replacing patrolling the 
frontiers – so, from material forms of 
surveillance we have moved to immaterial 
forms of monitoring. Nowadays, neuro-
marketing, social media networks (e.g. 
Facebook, Foursquare), Tattoo ID system, 
True Media Technologies (system for 
facial recognition used in advertising), 
Next Generation Identiication (among the 
biggest data banks for corporal features), 
Server in the Sky (global exchange of 
biometric information on terrorists), 
EURODAC (a program for comparing 
refugees’ ingerprints) are realities of the 
world we live in.

Although surveillance is an old 
practice, the interest in analyzing sur- 
veillance processes is quite recent1. Over 
time, attention has moved from public 
surveillance to private surveillance, 
to everyday surveillance and  to self-
surveillance. Today’s times are also times 
of contestation over the cultural meanings 
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2) Term attributed to 
Casco James. See Haw, 
Alex. “CCTV London: 
Internment, Entertain-
ment and Other Opti-
cal Fortifications.” AA 
Files 52 52 (2005): 
55-61.

of surveillance: is it control, repression, 
empowerment and / or pleasure? It is also 
a period of an increased interest in the 
biometric forms of surveillance and their 
consequences on the redeinitions of the 
human – non-human relations in terms of 
body, identity and action.

here is a series of theoretical metaphors 
that guide the relections and the critical 
thinking on the theme. Much of the 
theoretical energy has been consumed 
around engagement with, modiication or 
rejection of its most famous concept – the 
panopticon. he metaphor refers to the 
image of the prison where a few could see all 
others, the conscious and permanent state 
of being watched, the fact that discipline 
and punishment becomes internalized 
when surveillance is a constant possibility 
(Foucault 2005).  

Complementing the panopticon model 
or even paralleling it in importance is the 
synopticon model (Mathiensen 1997), a 
reversed model whereby many watch the 
few. It indicates a Big Brother society, with 
media playing a vital role in fostering the 
“viewer society” and making surveillance 
a highly visible and shared public cultural 
phenomenon. It is a society where various 
kinds of reality shows are fashionable, a 
society where one is asked to report suspect 
bags on airports or to send pictures taken 
with individual cameras in view of helping 
police solve terrorist cases or airplanes 
accidents.

Another concept proposed, as a 
challenge to the panopticon view, is that 
of omniopticon. Authors such as Joyce 
take over the Foucauldian notion of 
governmentality and challenges his notion 
of Panopticism, considering that neo-
liberal governmentality is more adequately 
conceptualized by an omniopticon which 
means – the many surveilling the many 
(Joyce 2005). By reversing the panopticon 
gaze, omniopticon refers to situations 
when monitoring becomes operating inside 
a framework that incorporates both the 

panopticon and the synopticon efects, but 
also the control of everybody by everybody. 
It is what we observe in the global networks 
of communication where government 
agents constantly capture huge amounts 
of messages and millions of people seek 
information about their idols, seeing them 
live through Google Earth, Google Maps, 
Facebook or MySpace. 

he inspirational dimension of the post-
panopticon era does not stop here. David 
Lyon talks of post-panopticon, a label he 
attributes to Boyne (Boyne 2000). he basic 
idea considers post-panopticon signals 
as a shit from the Foucauldian society 
of discipline to a society of control where 
fabrication of social life is governed by global 
relations in which surveillance practices 
spread through geographic mobility, 
economic production and consumption. 

Modern and evolving technology has 
given rise to new forms of surveillance that 
are also in need of suitable labelling. For 
example, Mark Poster sees our wired world 
as a world that uses its databases to organize 
panoptic information as a superpanopticon 
– a system of surveillance without walls, 
windows, towers, or guards, where people 
with camera phones respond to events by 
photographing and texting live information 
across communication networks (Poster 
1990). It is a world where the public is under 
scrutiny by the public, where CCTV cameras 
are no longer the only form of surveillance 
and control, where one may speak in 
terms of democratization of the gaze. Also 
called the participatory panopticon2, this 
type of surveillance, due to technological 
developments, is considered a whole new 
form of surveillance. 

Another interesting theoretical proposal 
is the concept of the oligopticon – with 
reference to the situation in which the 
observer has only a limited view. he 
absolute gaze from the panopticon is 
replaced with a more democratic, but also 
vulnerable gaze within the oligopticon. 
Instead of omniscience, we have the 
ability to see a little bit of a lot of things. 
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he oligopticon is a subtle construction 
that allows comprehensive observation 
within a narrow framework (Latour 
2005). Surveillance within the oligopticon 
vision provides a post-modern perspective 
linked closely with the ideas of localizing 
the global, of situated surveillance – one 
that combines the concept of “situated 
knowledge” of feminist theoretician Donna 
Haraway (1991) and Latour’s oligopticon.

Another important approach is 
rizomatic surveillance.  Pointing to the 
work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 
(Deleuze&Guattari 1980), it is a metaphor 
that takes as visual reference the notion 
of “rhizome” – plants which grow on a 
horizontal interconnected root system with 
bulbs as nodal points. It is a perspective 
that highlights the active transmitted 
arrangements of people, technologies and 
organizations that become deeply connected 
in contrast to the static, unidirectional 
panopticon metaphor. Within this frame of 
thinking, Haggerty and Errisson talk about 
surveillant assemblage, referring to ways in 
which  many information systems people 
are exposed to translate, in fact, bodies into 
abstract data which are then re-assembled 
as decontextualized “data doubles” 
upon which respective organizations act 
(Haggerty and Errison 2000). 

he surveillance typology briely 
mentioned above could easily be extended. 
We may very well consider other forms 
of surveillance such as:  self-surveillance, 
sousveillance / reverse surveillance3 (e.g. 
taking photo of a policeman watching 
you) or McVeillance – with reference to the 
monopoly on surveillance. We may relect 
also on our public exposure in terms of 
dataveillance4, lateral surveillance (with 
reference to the seduction of the market, 
to advertisement manipulation), counter 
surveillance or deductive surveillance etc. 
Whatever approach we take in looking at 
surveillance, the realities of everyday life 
are illed with the consequences of watching 
and being watched at all times.

. . . . . . . .
The Embodied Dimension of Surveillance

“he body should be viewed as in the process 
of becoming, as a project which should be 
worked at and accomplished as part of an 
individual’s self-identity.” (Chris Shilling 
2002)

Beyond the theoretical models briely 
described above, it is indispensable to 
understand that all these practices of 
knowledge through surveillance represent 
body-centered surveillance practices. 
In fact, surveillance means embodied 
surveillance, given that human experience 
is fundamentally embodied and our 
embodied selves are the ones under 
continuous monitoring. We are living 
in a body-centered-somatic surveillance 
society. Genetic engineering, technological 
transplants, modern medical devices have 
gradually abolished the distinction between 
“inside” and “outside” of our bodies, made 
us able to control our blood pressure, levels 
of insulin or serotonin, to change our 
moods with anti-depressive medication, to 
(ex)change organs, to reproduce ourselves 
outside our bodies (external uterus), to 
read our DNA and to acquire even more 
data about our genetic predispositions 
(Grűnberg 2010). All these recent available 
medical and technological extravagances 
profoundly change the relationship we have 
with our own body. In today’s risk society 
(Beck 1982), individuals invest more and 
more energy in seeing their bodies as a place 
where they can exercise individual control 
as means of building their individual and 
collective identity. hus, the body becomes 
an entity on which one may intervene, being 
perceived not only as a biological entity under 
construction, but one at the border between 
nature and technology, open to endless 
construction and reconstruction. he 
body is the one that is watched, controlled, 
monitored, examined, classiied, protected, 
saved etc. Our lesh and blood bodies have 

3) “Sousveillance”  
is a term coined by 

Steve Mann in  
“Sousveillance. 

 Wearable Computing 
and Citizen  

“Undersight”,  
H+ Magazine,  

published on  July 10, 
2009.

4) Term introduced 
in Roger Clarke in 

1998 in “International 
Technologies and 

Dataveillance,  
Communications 

of the ACM, vol.31, 
498-512.
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nowhere to hide anymore and reveal (with 
or without our consent) intimate, in-depth 
details on who we are, on our intentions to 
purchase or smell preferences, on the state 
of our health or our income, on our exact 
location at any moment in time. Pervasive 
monitoring of our bodies makes our past, 
present and future an open book available 
to many people.

Ater 9/11, the whole world was able 
to see pictures and live broadcastings of 
human bodies falling down from the New 
York Towers minutes ater the terrorist 
attacks. Our virtual lives surpass and even 
supersede our of-line lives in ways we have 
never imagined and confront us with new 
possibilities of existing (living?) for ever 
on the internet world and no longer having 
“the right to be forgotten”. Due to social 
media, we are able and willing to share 
pictures, memories and experiences. Such 
pieces of information about our gender-
embodied selves will survive our physical 
disappearance. We also want to have power 
to decide even on our death.  We not only 
freeze parts of our bodies, but we also 
freeze our entire bodies and store them 
for the future (cryogenics) and euthanasia 
is a practice accepted in more and more 
countries. 

he unparalleled technological assault 
on the body through the sophisticated 
usage of biometrics and nanotechnologies 
undoubtedly represents a new ontology of 
the body in the framework of which the 
body is a trustful provider of more and 
more information (the body as lesh-made 
information – Van der Ploeg 2000). he 
embodied information thus obtained some 
how deceives the body as it produces more 
knowledge about it and less knowledge for 
it. We utilize more and more science and 
technology in order to identify the speciic 
body, the dangerous body, the sick body, the 
ugly body, the abnormal body, the strange 
body, the non-European body, features 
of populations of bodies etc. By doing 
so, we suspect, eliminate, control, repair, 
interrogate, manipulate the body and, as a 

follow-up, we experiment on it.
Turner, among other theoreticians of the 

body, is right when he analyses the somatic 
societies of today and airms that every 
society had, in time, responsibilities in 
order to ensure the government of the “4 Rs” 
of the body: the reproduction of bodies in 
time, the regulation of bodies in space, the 
restraint of internal desire and the external 
representation of the body (Turner 2008). 
Social norms act as invisible boundaries 
on the expressive capacities of our bodies. 
he principles of (post)panopticism have 
iniltrated virtually all aspects of modern 
life, facilitating the disciplining of bodies 
to be individualized, compliant and 
productive.

Increasingly invasive technological 
monitoring the interventions upon body 
functions has created bodies that are 
informatised and controlled. Our physical 
bodies have somehow become marginalized, 
shadowed by what some specialists call “a 
comprehensive data body” that not only 
follows us, but oten precedes us. Before we 
/ our bodies arrive to a certain destination, 
due to our passports, travel tickets, money 
cards etc., our identity is already known by 
“the Big Brother”, because of our passports, 
travel tickets, bank cards etc. Before we 
arrive somewhere, we have already been 
recognized, measured, classiied, sorted 
and evaluated as good or bad citizens. 
What our data body says about us seems to 
be more real than what we may say about 
ourselves.  As noticed in many studies, 
we are witnessing a sort of triumph of 
representation over being!

In the context of the relexive project 
of self-identity (Giddens 1991), the body 
goes beyond the dualism of materiality 
– representation. he body is not just a 
mere object, as it becomes an event. Within 
conditions of late modernity, the body, once 
a given aspect of nature, turns into a project 
increasingly open to human intervention, 
colonized and subjected to constant 
revisions. he boundary between what is 
given and what is open to choice are more 
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and more blurred. hat means that the self 
can be freed from bodily determination. 
hrough the development of technologies 
and techniques such as genetic engineering, 
reproductive technologies, plastic surgery, 
health and diet regimes, bodies not only 
become objects for human management 
and reconiguration, but are increasingly 
central to one’s identity. Like other aspects 
of identity, the body is now more and more 
the responsibility of the individual who may 
consciously and actively restructure his / 
her bodily external and internal content. 
he body is no more entirely natural as it 
becomes profoundly social and cultural. 
hrough the pursuit of speciic body regimes 
chosen from a diverse range of lifestyle 
options, the “body” changes fundamentally 
over time. he air we breathe, the pills we 
take, the sports we choose to practice – all 
these aspects do transform our natural 
bodies. Even more so today, in the consumer 
culture in which we live, this link between 
the self, the body and image is a central 
feature as our experiences of the self. 

As for the future, there are many 
pertinent questions for all of us to relect 
upon. What will the future look like from 
this perspective of making our embodied 
selves more and more public and having the 
technological devices needed to master our 
bodies and the bodies of others? It may be 
the case that the way our bodies will look in 
the near future will depend more and more 
on our own choice. As technology allows 
these days the so-called evolution by design-
so much disputed nowadays, but already in 
testing – we will be able to adjust, improve, 
intervene into our “bodies to be” and make 
them be as close as possible to our desires. 
We will design in laboratories the shape of 
our ears or noses and make such organs 
grow inside various animals (such as mice). 
We will choose the height or the IQ of our 
ofspring, we will design / create humans 
close to our normative aspirations and 
standards of beauty, health and intelligence. 
We will arrogantly experience the super-
power feelings of taking “God’s” place!

. . . . . . . .
women’s Bodies under Surveillance. 
The gender Dimension of Surveillance

“he bodies come in genders.” (J. Butler)

he unprecedented assault on the 
body in terms of supervision, recognition, 
authentication, modiication, improvement, 
control, manipulation, is not a gender 
neutral one. he next step we utterly need 
to make in order to better comprehend the 
complex phenomenon of surveillance is 
to analyze it not only from an embodied 
perspective, but also to genderize these 
relections. he permanent monitoring 
of the body is an activity marked by 
gendered symbolism, signiicances and 
consequences. Bodies are gendered spaces 
and should be perceived as such. hey 
are carriers of fundamental information 
about sex, gender, but also about ethnicity, 
class, nationality, age etc. hey transmit 
messages about social, cultural, religious, 
moral, aesthetic (gender) norms. hey are 
(technologically) manipulated to reproduce 
gender and gender roles. hey illustrate 
the power relations in certain societies at 
certain times in history. Gender norms 
exert all kinds of pressures on the female / 
male bodies in order to conform to speciied 
shapes, social or political environments and 
aesthetics. In this sense, it becomes obvious 
that surveillance is gendered. We treat, 
feed, starve, surgically alter, display, move, 
conceal, care for, damage, control, monitor, 
evaluate and ignore our bodies in patterned 
ways that are gendered and sexualized. 

he micro and macro practices of 
gendered surveillance are essential in the 
social construction of social institutions 
such as youth, motherhood, beauty, 
power, sexuality, reputation etc. We have 
adorned, constrained, improved, punished 
and controlled our bodies for a very long 
time. Women’s bodies in particular have 
conformed over time to various cultural, 
social norms, being, as Foucault and, later 
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Susan Bordo, says, docile bodies, subjected, 
used, transformed by the society of discipline 
(Foucault 2005). Even before the 15th and 
16th centuries, when bodies in general 
were considered sacred and intangible (for 
example, dissections were not yet practiced 
being forbidden and punished), humans 
exercised control over their bodies in general 
and over women’s body in particular. A 
cultural ixation on female virginity, on 
women wearing high heels or on female 
thinness is not only proof of an ongoing 
obsession with beauty, but of an obsession 
with female obedience (Wolf 2002).  

Gradually, over time, the agentic 
character of our gendered and embodied 
bodies became more and more visible 
and accepted. Today, as mentioned above, 
arrogantly, we have taken control over our 
gendered bodies as we have never done 
before. Due to biological and behavioral 
biometric technologies, we dare to look 
for life without aging and perennial youth 
(and beauty), spending lots of money 
on miraculous creams or sophisticated 
aesthetic surgeries. Centuries ago, women 
would bathe in virgin blood. Today, women 
and men alike pay hundreds of Euros 
on rejuvenation (blood rejuvenation and 
even DNA rejuvenation), hydration, and 
making wrinkles disappear. he igures 
are impressive. More than 15 million 
people worldwide underwent cosmetic 
surgery in 2013 – the majority was Asian 
women5. Breast augmentation, liposuction, 
rhinoplasty, laser skin rejuvenation, eyelid 
surgery, injection with growth hormones 
to reverse the aging process (vs. sleeping, 
drinking or taking baths in virgin blood as 
was the case with privileged women some 
centuries ago!). We are also in search of 
life without pain or disease, inventing and 
consuming drugs for almost everything 
(antibiotics, energy drinks, pain killers, 
antidepressants and antioxidants) in 
order to slow down the aging processes, to 
eliminate pain, to ix health problems and 
to be happy. We pay (legally or illegally) 
for organs for various transplants to cure, 

replace or improve what is damaged in our 
bodies. Procreation without sexuality is also 
something already possible. We as women 
are able to become pregnant as virgins – 
without having sex in order to procreate. 
Due to ovule-freezing technologies, we 
are able to postpone motherhood and 
concentrate on our careers. Apple and 
Facebook are among the irst multinational 
companies that pay for their female 
employees who decide to freeze their ovules 
for later pregnancy as part of what they 
consider to be good practice in supporting 
work-life balance.  

When speaking about surveillance 
of women’s bodies one important area 
of relection is what could be generically 
called ideological surveillance. he Islamic 
veil in the Islamic world, the Holocaust, 
the pro-natalist policies in totalitarian 
Romania (with over 100.000 dead women 
between 1966-1989 due to illegal / unsafe 
abortions), demographic policies in China 
(bringing an important deicit of girls due 
to  selective abortion policies that have 
been implemented for a long period of 
time), pornography on internet, the “clean 
/ unclean body” – as approached in many 
religions, female genital mutilation, honor 
killings (still in place in countries such as 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Turkey)  or force-
feeding practices (still in place in some 
countries such as Mauritania) are just some 
examples of the direct and subtle ways 
in which women’s bodies have been and 
continue to be ideologically controlled, of 
the pervasive ways in which their bodies are 
under permanent control and manipulation 
in conformity with various religious, 
economic, political or cultural norms.

Medical surveillance (of course oten 
closely linked with ideological control) 
is another major ield of relection with 
reference to what Foucault calls  the clinical 
gaze, the permanent surveillance and 
specialized knowledge afecting women’s 
bodies (Foucault 2005). Due to disciplinary 
technologies, we have witnessed, for 

5) Data from the 
International Society 
of Aesthetic Plastic 
Surgery (ISAPS), 2013, 
available at www.
isaps.org/news/isaps-
global-statistics.
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example, over time a total transformation 
of major gendered bodily experiences such 
as childbearing, childbirth, maternity 
or sexuality-experiences that are lived 
exclusively by women. Re-location of 
childbirth from home to hospitals that has 
taken place in the last few decades means, in 
fact, extending the obstetric gaze. Modern 
pregnancy and maternity are nowadays 
more of public experiences, as pregnant 
women are much more visible on streets 
showing their pregnant bodies in public, 
breastfeeding in public spaces,  wearing  
clingy, molded clothes instead of large ones 
to disguise pregnancy, and sharing with 
everybody (partners, families, real and 
virtual friends) sophisticated photos of their 
unborn children. Sexuality, on the other 
hand, has also beneitted from surveillance 
technologies, becoming increasingly subject 
to enhancement technologies via vaginal 
tightening, labia reduction etc. 

Due to available medical technologies, 
a total new medical vocabulary has been 
created in the ield of medicine. Sometimes 
it is close to science-iction for the public 
at large: artiicial insemination, artiicial 
wombs, human cloning, freezing of egg and 
sperm, embryo transfer, genetic engineering 
(manipulating genes in an organism), 
hormone for fertility treatment, in-vitro 
fertilization (the egg is fertilized outside the 
woman’s body), pre-implantation genetic 
diagnosis (PGD) – a test on embryos for 
genetic disorders prior to implantation in the 
uterus and the potential possibility for sex 
selection and in general for designed babies. 
As consequence of the existence of such 
new artiicial tools for bodily surveillance, 
there are complex medical practices 
confronting our daily lives: prenatal testing, 
privatization of genes, storage of genetic 
data in bio banks, preventive abortion, 
elective abortion, suspended maternity, 
surrogate mothers, virgin mothers, casual 
uterus, sperm traic etc. 

Of course all these new biotechnological 
opportunities and results have brought 
serious ethical implications. A woman could 

wait until ater retirement to give birth; a 
surrogate mother may give birth to her own 
nephew; a single infant could have more 
than two parents; an infant could have 
parents who might die whilst the child is 
still not born; a child might not resemble 
her mother / father at all (due to cosmetic 
surgeries). Artiicial insemination raises the 
issue of the rights of the sperm donor or the 
child’s right to know his or her parentage. 
Postponing maternity by freezing ovules is 
more of a global business as it provides real 
support for balancing life-work policies. In-
vitro fertilization comes with the problems 
of the rights of the surrogate mother who 
carries the fetus. We can easily imagine 
also the ethical implications of a donor egg 
and a donor sperm being implanted into 
a surrogate mother (who is the biological 
mother?). Cloning also means that the 
child has no parents, so the irst simple 
question for relection is whether he / she a 
product or a human being. Designer babies 
/ test-tube babies (the irst one was Louise 
Brown back in 1978) make us wonder who 
really sets the standards for the “perfect 
human being”? he gender reassignment 
surgery to “ix the problem” of an intersex 
child that is born means deciding whether 
to call a child a boy or a girl, using social 
deinitions of the essential components of 
gender, consequently using measurement 
techniques to determine medically 
acceptable penis or clitoris (methods that 
Fausto Sterlin deines as “phallo-metrics” 
techniques) (Fausto-Sterlin 2000). Genetical 
discrimination (therapeutic abortion ater 
prenatal scanning) puts serious health 
problems and indicates the existence 
of discrimination issues (who-in terms 
of class, education, wealth, ethnicity, 
geographical location etc. – has, in fact, 
access to such tests?). And last, but not least, 
such advanced medical technologies make 
it possible nowadays to take the genes of 
someone no longer alive and create a child, 
thus enabling planned orphanhood – a 
life model that comes with serious ethical 
dilemmas.
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he ’70s feminism provided a vocal 
source of criticism of the diferent types 
of surveillance, including ideological and 
medical surveillance, available on the 
market. As consumers of medical services, 
many women were dissatisied with 
what they considered to be a patriarchal, 
paternalistic and sexist profession. Women 
asserted their right to exercise control over 
their own bodies and voiced their frustration 
over the encroaching medicalization, 
along with surveillance, of normal events 
in women’s lives, including childbirth 
and menopause, and the attitudes of male 
doctors towards such issues as abortion 
and birth control. hey also criticized the 
disparity between the needs and concerns of 
women and the attitudes and approaches of 
the medical profession6. hey also protested 
against various ideological intrusions in 
their lives – their right to abortion, their 
right to uncover themselves if they want to, 
their right to bike or drive a car, their right 
over their bodies.

Feminists were initially more interested 
in researching the social and cultural 
constructions of gender, not paying much 
attention to the biological body. his was 
the efect of the fact that in much of history, 
the body has been conceptualized as simply 
one biological object among others. Women 
were considered to be more biological, 
more corporeal, and more natural than 
men. With the publication of he Second 
Sex by Simone de Beauvoir, the feminist 
theory on the relation between the body 
and the self took center stage, together with 
a recognition of the fact that “to be present 
in the world implies strictly that there exists 
a body which is at once a material thing 
in the world and a point of view towards 
the world” (Beauvoir 2006, 32). Feminist 
theorists, along with critical race theorists 
and theorists of disability, are the ones that 
have ensured that attention to the body 
plays a central role in social and political 
thought. 

In the beginning, women’s bodies had 
to be extracted / detached from biology 

and connected with the social and cultural 
construction of femininity. Today, ater 
decades of relection and discoveries, the 
motto “we are born and became women 
/ and men” seems more viable. If, at the 
beginning, for many feminists the body was 
more of a passive medium through which 
normative/oppressive cultural norms of 
femininity (such as diet, make up, dress 
etc.) were expressed, today, for the majority 
of feminists, women are not simply passive 
victims of such normative constructions 
of femininity, but active producers of their 
cultural bodies through their pursuit of 
continually shiting ideals. he agentic 
nature of women in constructing and 
deconstructing their bodies is today, in the 
feminist thinking, more of a postulate.

Today we analyze gender discrimination 
from an embodied, but also intersectional 
perspective-looking at the intersections of 
embodied gender with other major social 
categories such as class, ethnicity, age, sexual 
orientation. he material, biological body 
has been (re)introduced in the discussions 
in view of ofering a more political 
dimension to the debates dealing with 
issues of pornography, sexuality, violence 
and, of course, (medical) surveillance. To 
name just a few of the important feminist 
thinkers focusing on the gendered bodies, 
Judith Butler, well-known for her concepts 
of performativity of the body – in the sense 
of a stylized repetition of acts, an imitation 
or miming of the dominant conventions of 
embodied gender – and corporeal politics 
(Butler 1992);  Elisabeth Grosz talks about 
volatile bodies as part of corporeal feminism 
where sensuality is socially constructed 
(Grosz 1994); Rosalyn Diprose looks at 
gendered surveilled bodies in terms of 
corporeal generosity of the women’s bodies 
(Diprose  2002) and Susan Bordo analyzes 
women’s body as texts of femininity (Bordo 
1993). In line with the general embodiment 
of sociological thinking, such feminists 
(and many others) invested explicitly or 
implicitly intellectual eforts with a view to 
better understand the gender dimension of 

6)  See, for example, 
Ann Oakley. 1990. 
Essays on Women, 
Medicine and Health 
1990. Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University 
Press.
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surveillance as it manifests itself in all areas 
of life and its signiicance for women.

. . . . . . . .
gendering the Reflection on Embodied 
Surveillance. Themes for Thought

Why is there more progress in the area of 
treating erectile dysfunctions of the body 
(by inventing and a wide scale usage of 
Viagra) and not in the area of safe masculine 
contraception? Why are the “looks” of the 
female bodies (shape, size, dimensions) more 
important, being under permanent social 
and cultural supervision, in comparison 
with the appearance of male bodies? Does 
having access, as women, to speciic body 
experiences (such as pregnancy, giving 
birth, breastfeeding), to a sort of type of 
knowledge closer to nature, give women 
an epistemic privilege of knowledge in 
science, art, literature? Is women’s way of 
viewing the world as women a better way 
or just a diferent way from men’s? Why, in 
today’s abundant Western society, do we as 
women do our best to be skinny and are so 
encouraged by media industries to do so? 
What will reproduction (and, consequently, 
human relations and families) will look like 
in the next 50 years?

he list of gender-sensitive questions 
linked to the pervasive surveillance society 
we live in may continue. What this article 
asserts is, in fact, obvious: ubiquitous 
embodied gendered surveillance has 
increasingly become woven into the fabric 
of everyday life. Being part of our daily 
existence, it touches explicitly or implicitly 
all areas of our gendered and embodied 
experiences, but also of our theoretical 
critical thinking about our societies. 
Ingredients about surveillance need to 
be added to many areas of theoretical 
relections.  

Research itself is a form of surveillance as 
it means collecting, organizing, analyzing, 
controlling, checking, interpreting and 

manipulating data about embodied and 
gendered knowledge. Actually, research 
experiences are instruments of control, 
power, naming, classifying, rating etc. As 
research has been for a long time made from 
a masculine perspective, ignoring women 
from research samples or taking masculinity 
as the norm, research results have been for 
a long time gender-biased. he way research 
deals with gender stereotypes, the way 
research constructs sex, gender, sexuality, 
bodies etc. obviously inluences the results, 
knowledge, practices and policies. From 
Freud, who deined the female body as 
“lacking of / envy of”, to the fundamental 
cultural switch from the one-sex story (with 
the woman as an imperfect story / version 
of the man, the vagina seen as an inferior 
penis and ovaries as testicles) to the two-
sex story that became popular, for various 
reasons, around the 18th century (with 
woman as the opposite of man7), all theories 
and researches have framed and organized 
knowledge about gender in speciic ways. 
Looking at research as a surveillance 
institution, we may not also only ask 
ourselves why there is more progress in the 
area of the treatment of masculine sexual 
dysfunctions (Viagra) than in masculine 
safe contraception, but we may better frame 
possible answers to such social realities. We 
may also relect on the demographic data 
recorded and stored for analysis and used 
not only to survey existing populations, 
but to support predictions of trends and 
future developments, to monitor the future 
before it even happens. his type of research 
has, undoubtedly, its beneits – helping, for 
example, to control the spread of disease or 
to better understand demographic trends 
connected with mobility, migration or birth 
control policies –, but it also brings serious 
social, economic and moral concerns. 

Another issue for further gender-
sensitive relection is linked to neoliberal 
policies as embodied gendered surveillance 
policies: what are the corporeal efects for 
(women’s) bodies in terms of over-work, lack 
of work-life balance, insecurity, stress, fear 

7) For details, see 
Laquer, Thomas. 

1990. Making Sex: 
Body and Gender from 

the Greeks to Freud. 
LA: Harvard University 

Press.
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of unemployment, cultural pressure for the 
perfect body etc.? How do class, ethnicity 
and gender structure these corporeal 
experiences and what are the gendered 
embodied consequences of the consumer 
neoliberal society of today?

Surveillance and violence against 
women could (and should) be an important 
subject for additional gender-sensitive 
analysis. Women as a class are surveilled 
and monitored, but individual women are 
frequently beyond the gaze of justice and 
rights. We are more and more loaded in 
data and knowledge (about violence), but, 
despite this mass of knowledge, freedom 
from punishment for violence against 
women / women’s bodies continues. he 
unresponsive eye of the CCTV can only 
observe and record, but it cannot stop 
violence. So what is the human result of 
the permanent observing and recording of 
violence against women? Is it working to 
end violence? How could surveillance really 
help, be “surveillance for” and not only 
“surveillance of”?

he role of the media in the embodied 
gendered surveillance is also of importance 
and deserves closer attention. Media 
voyeurism, the way media controls gender 
stereotypes, how, for example, dietary and 
exercise advice is self-empowerment or how 
containment practices produce perverse 
efects such as anorexia or bulimia – all 
these issues (and many others) are of great 
importance for our gendered embodied 
existences.  

Last, but not least, problems dealing 
with gender, surveillance and social in- 
equalities are of particular signiicance. 
In today’s post-panopticon world, we have 
diferentiated / unequal access to many of the 
body projects proposed by the consumerist 
and technologized world.  Not all of us have 
access to high quality medical interventions 
to ix our bodies. Not all of us have access 
to the latest generation of pills and medical 
treatments able to cure our bodies. Only 
some of us may beneit from itness, healthy 
food or prenatal testing to improve our 

bodies, our lives and the lives of others. 
When new drugs are invented, they are 
irst tested on animals and then on the poor 
population (as was the case with testing 
the contraceptive pills!). New surveillance 
technologies enforce or oten create new 
gaps between the poor and the rich or 
between people of diferent genders, classes, 
ethnicities, level of education, geographical 
location etc. From this perspective, arguing 
for a feminist reevaluation of the body 
means understanding better surveillance 
as creating powerful social norms, crucial 
to the maintenance of existing power 
structures, including patriarchy, race, 
consumerism and the media. It means 
being aware of various social inequalities 
created by surveillance technologies and 
also of their gendered dimensions.

he list of “themes for thought” is 
an open list. here are crucial questions 
addressing our present lives, but also our 
future. How will our gendered embodied 
lives be and look like in the all-pervasive 
somatic surveillance society? What kind 
of (women’s) bodies will there be in the 
future? Will we be more and more cyborgs 
(Haraway 1991) instead of humans? Will 
our sex or gender still really matter in the 
future? Will we continue investing in doing 
gender or will we start to undo gender?  
How far will surveillance instruments and 
policies continue to penetrate our gendered 
bodies and with what ethical and moral 
consequences? Will our minds and bodies 
be totally public by default? What will be 
private in our bodies, in our lives anymore? 
We don’t know yet.  But we do know that 
what we know and how we know it is due 
to our gendered bodies. What we do know 
is that, as Margaret Atwood put it, “in the 
end, we all become stories”. Stories told by 
our surveilled and self-surveilled gendered 
bodies! hen, what we surely need is greater, 
more vigilant, interdisciplinary, systematic, 
critical, responsible and active listening to 
the multitude of stories told by our gendered 
lesh and boned bodies in this world of 
omnipresent surveillance.
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