This has got nothing to do with George
by Andrew Oberg
I don’t mind being surveilled. It’s inevitable anyway; every corner store, every
parking lot, every train platform, every public entrance and exit now have security
cameras squarely stationed to do what those Orwellian black helicopters were imagined
to accomplish, but with far more efficiency, and, one likes to think, less waste. As early
as 2006 the UK had about one CCTV camera for every 14 people1, and that that country
now has the most watched citizenry in the world has become something close to
common knowledge. I imagine that even there though most don’t spend a great deal of
time talking about the ubiquitousness of their friendly neighborhood unblinking eyes.
Still, it’s not like answering “Which country has the most security cameras?” would win
you a big cash prize at your pub quiz night. It’s one of those things that nearly everyone
knows and no one seems to really bother about. And as similar public surveillance
systems increase in countries around the world they are being met with equal
listlessness, but why are we so blasé? Isn’t this an issue we should care deeply about?
Shouldn’t we be feeling that our rights are being trampled upon, our inner lives invaded,
our hard-won liberties unceremoniously tossed to the wind? In the following I’ll argue
for a viewpoint in which, if adopted, feelings of blasé may not be the best response to
this trend of increased surveillance, but are nevertheless not altogether inappropriate. To
my mind, the issue here boils down to one of self, and to where one sees one’s self
extending — it is that border that makes all the difference between those thin
rectangular boxes aimed down at us requiring an act of doublethink or simply tacit
acknowledgement of potential profitability.
As I write this, the US presidential candidate for the Republicans Mitt Romney
is taking a lot of flak for a comment he made at a fundraiser dinner that 47% of
Americans don’t pay income tax, are dependent on the government, and would never
vote for him.2 Romney’s statement is of course misrepresentative of actual data, but
beyond being just one more footnote in the long story of the inanity of representative
democracy in general — and the US’s in particular — it also points to a worldview in
which the individual is the sole source of consideration, and is often seen not as part of
a broader society but rather as an element that must be protected from that society.
What’s mine is mine, what’s yours is yours, and never shall there be any association
between. (A point highlighted in the 9th and 10th paragraphs of the NYT article.)
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What such a worldview comes down to is the prioritizing of oneself and one’s
interests not over and above those of others but rather with a complete disregard for
those of others. A real-world example may suffice to demonstrate this point without
overburdening our discussion. A friend of my wife’s and mine recently moved into a
new apartment in a nice neighborhood here in Tokyo and hosted a housewarming party
this past weekend. While there, her buzzer rang and the screened intercom unit on her
living room wall showed the visitor to be a member of the NHK fee collection service.
(A digression here to explain the NHK: It is a public TV and radio service similar to the
US’s PBS. The service is primarily funded by the collection of standardized monthly
fees, which, they say, should be paid by everyone living in Japan who owns a TV set or
radio that can receive the service. These fees are gathered by people walking around
door to door, though supporters do have the payment option of automatic bank account
withdrawals.) Our friend naturally couldn’t be bothered to leave her guests to go
downstairs and deal with the man, and so she simply ignored him. I made the obvious,
and probably unnecessary, remark that funding the broadcaster by just taking the fees
out of our payroll taxes would really be a more efficient way of paying for the service,
something that prompted a discussion that has stuck with me. Another friend rejoined
that such a move would be quite unfair as he uses his computer for all of his media,
never watches or listens to NHK, and therefore shouldn’t have to pay for it.
This is the crux of the matter; should anyone have to pay for a service that they
don’t personally use but that benefits other members of the society in which they live?
Mitt Romney and his backers at the dinner would probably say no. I think they’d be
wrong to do so, and to demonstrate why let’s first shift our example from a media outlet
to a healthcare provider to make the case a little clearer and to give it a little more
weight. Should I have to contribute to a healthcare system, be it a for-profit private
provider or a nationalized scheme, even though I’m currently a healthy working adult?
Most people, even those opposed to national healthcare, would say yes, such
contributions are only natural as sooner or later you’re bound to get sick and would then
benefit from the system. Would my friend likewise someday benefit from NHK? The
chances are very high that he will, be it in an indirect way via someone else whom has
gotten important information from the service — say, regarding inclement weather or a
natural disaster — or by being informed, educated, or entertained himself by one of its
programs viewed or heard on a TV or radio that he may or may not own. Our
contributions to something bigger than ourselves do tend to bring us benefits, even in
the cases of charitable donations where the benefits to us personally may only be
emotional and/or psychological but remain benefits nevertheless. (Even without these
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results, contributing is still arguably worth the effort, particularly in the case of gifts
made to effective charities, for the benefits that others receive. Such a viewpoint would
naturally require loosening the noose of autonomy as a cardinal virtue that is currently
around our societies’ necks, an issue that is discussed below.) Of course, it is
conceivable that one could pay into a healthcare program, suddenly be hit by a truck and
killed instantly, and never benefit from one’s contributions, but the chances of such are
slim, and I think that most of us would prefer to hedge our bets and make sure any
medical care we may someday need is adequately covered.
All this has taken us a long way from our one-eyed observers perched on the
ceilings of our neighborhood convenience stores, and so let’s remind ourselves that we
are after all being watched and had better stay on task. We have so far discussed some
examples of how contributing to the broader society in which we reside results in
personal betterment. Should that be the whole of our motivation to chip in? The
question, put that way, maintains the definition of self as being purely individual, as
indicating nothing more than the consciousness housed in the brain connected to the
body that is currently reading this little piece. From that atomistic point of view the only
defensible reason for acting socially would be the personal advantage such action wins
or will eventually win. Is this in fact how we behave? Consider the example above of
donating money to a charitable organization. There are well-established emotional
benefits to such giving, as there are also demonstrated psychological ones, but is the
attaining of those benefits the motivating factor behind the actions of those who donate?
Perhaps in a very few rare cases it is, but by and large people give to charities out of
concern for the suffering of others, and, it should be stressed, often this concern is for
others whom they have never met and in all likelihood never will meet.3 This concern
stems out of a feeling of common humanity, of sympathy with those who, though
possibly many thousands of kilometers away and speaking a language and enmeshed in
a culture we can hardly fathom, are still considered enough like us to warrant sacrifices
on our part to help them. This sympathy is even demonstrated towards nonhuman
animals and the natural world through wildlife assistance and environmental protection
groups. Not everyone gives to charities of course, but enough do to demonstrate that
such a mindset does seem to be a naturally occurring part of us, and the advantages
gained by encouraging and promoting such a mindset are clear.4 We do view ourselves
as part of a bigger whole, and do recognize the importance of that whole as such.
Taking this into consideration, the question becomes not “Should I help others because
it helps myself?”, but “At what point does my connection with others cease?” The
answer to that last question is quite simple: Nowhere.
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An atomistic worldview has us looking at a security camera and wondering to
ourselves whether being surveilled, and its subsequent loss of privacy, is going to be
made up to us in some way, whereas a holistic worldview has us looking at a security
camera and instead wondering what the results of a cost benefit analysis would be. Is
the cost in installation, maintenance, training in proper use, and other ancillary
investments in money and time balanced by an advantage such as a reduction in
criminal activity? The jury is still out on that. A pair of articles from 20095 seem to
suggest that the low effectiveness of the systems in crime prevention as they are
currently used may not be worth the high costs entailed, but both articles do report on
advantages the cameras have brought and The Telegraph piece in particular points out
that the problem may be in a lack of proper police training on the cameras’ use rather
than the surveillance network itself. That report does also note though that more street
lighting and more police officers on the beat could be more efficient, and much less
costly, ways to reduce crime.
As appropriate as such a cost benefit analysis is, the issue we are presently
considering is a step back from that; our concern here is not whether the costs of
surveillance are too high for the advantages gained, but rather how we should view the
decisions taken on the implementation of the networks themselves, that is, of being
surveilled with the intention of making society safer. What are we, as the observed
viewing our viewing, as it were, to make of the process itself? We have now come full
circle to our original question on how we should consider public surveillance: Is it an
infringement on our hard-earned rights or isn’t it? We have seen how contributing to
broadly beneficial social programs can and does also benefit us as individuals; we have
moreover seen that there does appear to be an instinct for social thinking, for a
sympathetically based outlook that is strong enough to promote even self-sacrificial
actions in individuals. As much as modern consumer-centered societies may distract us
from it, the reality is that we are all part of a much bigger organism, the multifaceted
movements of which join each of us in the great web of our planetary ecosystem. Very
few of us could survive solely on our own in complete isolation from all human contact,
and even fewer of us would wish to. Recognizing these realities, our approach to a
far-reaching system of surveillance should be acceptance of and even, perhaps, gratitude
for what it could bring to the fuller self: to you and me and everyone else, connected as
we all are. Yes, such a system may entail a degree of loss of personal privacy, but such
a system may also offer greater public safety and the peace of mind that comes with that.
If we shift our focus from an atomistic viewpoint which erroneously ends the self at our
personal physical boundaries, and instead adopt the mindset that our selves include all
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of those with whom we are entangled in life (and even with those whom we will never
have direct contact with), then the acceptance of a network of public surveillance should
not be difficult to come by. Moreover, under this broader mindset our naturally
occurring concern for others will be allowed to thrive and will no doubt bring with it
much social profit. A specific system of CCTV-based security like that employed in the
UK may not be worth the money it costs to run, but our analysis of it and other systems
meant for the public good should not deter us from the conviction that such programs
can be worth their salt. And if they aren’t, we have only to adjust or abandon them, and
then try again.
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