310 DOSSIER

SCP@notbored.org

Es un grupo de activistas de los medios que realizan actuaciones
frente a cdmaras de vigilancia para protestar contra la vigilancia
publica. Fundado en la ciudad de Nueva York en 1996, el grupo tie-
ne como objetivo desafiar la omnipresencia de la vigilancia y de-
fender los derechos de privacidad mediante la realizacion de obras
adaptadas para la captura de video en tiempo real por cdmaras
de seguridad.

El grupo es apolitico y aboga por la democracia directa, creyen-
do que la democracia representativa es insuficiente.

Para ello proclaman la importancia de la democracia directa so-
bre los sistemas representativos y se centran en cuestiones como
el derecho a la privacidad, la militarizacion de las fuerzas policia-
les y la ideologia de la transparencia.

Entre sus publicaciones se cuentan los documentos de trabajo
que han ido generando, incluyendo guiones, detalles de actuacio-
nes y andlisis de vigilancia, en publicaciones como “We Know You
Are Watching”.

STATEMENT

People are generally deceived when they judges issues and events,
but later, when they understand things in their particulars, they
are no longer deceived [...] It is clear that the quickest way to open
people’s eyes, given that a general matter may deceive them, is to
make them get down to its particulars. Niccolo Machiavelli, Dis-
courses on Livy.
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The Surveillance Camera Players (SCP) is a small, informal group
of people who are unconditionally opposed to the installation and
use of video surveillance cameras in public places. The SCP was for-
med in New York City in November 1996 by two groups of friends/
activists: one centered around Michael Carter, the author of the
manifesto for “The Guerrilla Preprogramming of Video Surveillance
Equipment” (1995), and the other around Bill Brown, fresh from the
“Unabomber for President” campaign (1996). Both shared a strong
interest in the theories and actions of the Situationist International,
especially its use of “pranks” or detournement (diverting bland or
oppressive materials for subversive purposes).

The SCP’s first performance was on 10 December 1996, when the
group presented its version of Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi on the 100th
anniversary of the play’s first performance. Texts relevant to this
performance -- which was interrupted and shut down by the NYPD
-- plus an announcement of the SCP’s upcoming season of perfor-
mances, were published in Bill’s situationist zine, NOT

BORED! (#26, November 1996 and #27, May 1997). For a whi-
le thereafter, the SCP was completely inactive; it was not until July
1998 that the group performed for a second time. But its third and
fourth performances, which came in November 1998 and offered
the SCP’s version of George Orwell’s Nineteen-Eighty-Four, really
got things going. The group has been intensely active ever since
then. The years from 1999 to 2001 were especially active, producti-
ve and rewarding.

Centered around Bill, the SCP has also included several long-term
members (notably Susan Hull, also Kimberly, Miranda and Sean).
Over the last 10 years, over 50 different people have performed in/
with the group. Narrow in one respect (only one African American),
the composition of the SCP has been quite varied: there have been
a great many women (over 75%), several gay men and lesbian wo-
men, and people ranging in age from their teens to their fifties. All
defined their politics as anarchist.

Environment

Surveillance cameras have installed in New York City in three great
waves: 1) in the 1960s and 1970s, to fight thefts by organized crime
(the first NYPD cameras were installed around City Hall and in Times
Square in the late 1960s and early 1970s); 2) in the 1990s, as part of
Mayor
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Giuliani’s “zero tolerance” anti-crime and anti-drug campaigns;
and 3) in the wake of September 11th, but especially in the last year,
which has seen the installation in the subways of 1,000 fiber op-
tically linked cameras built by Lockheed-Martin, the installation in
Brooklyn and the Bronx of 505 wireless digital cameras financed by
Department of Homeland Security funds, and the announcement
that there will soon be surveillance cameras in all MTA buses.

Scripts for Plays

The group has adapted nine works for performance in front of
publicly installed surveillance cameras (including adaptations of
George Orwell’s Nineteen-Eighty-Four and Wilhelm Reich’s The
Mass Psychology of Fascism), and has written seven original plays
(including It’s OK, Officer, which has been proven to work in other
cultures and even in other languages.)

Performances

The group has performed a total of 66 times, mostly in New York
City, but also in several other American cities (Peekskill, NY; Balti-
more, MD; Jersey City, NJ; San Francisco, CA; and Boston, MA) and
in cities in Europe (Amsterdam, Holland; Bologna, Italy; London,
Bristol, Manchester and Leeds, Great Britain; Mannheim, Munich,
Nuremburg and Leipzig, Germany; Graz, Austria; and Barcelona,
Spain).

Maps

The group has made 14 maps of heavily surveilled neighborhoods
in New York City. It has also made maps of other American cities
(New Haven, CT; Portland, OR; Chicago, IL; Boston, MA; Providence,
RI; and Cincinnati, OH) and cities in Europe (Graz, Austria; Leipzig,
Germany; and Leeds, England).

Walking Tours

Virtually every Sunday since Thanksgiving, 2000, and using its
own maps for guidance, the group has given free walking tours
of heavily surveilled neighborhoods in New York City. These tours
have concentrated on what the things look like, how they work, and
how they will work if they are improved (“smart cameras”). Over
the years, approximately 3,000 people in total have attended. The
group has also given similar walking tours in Portland, Chicago, Bos-
ton, Providence, Cincinnati, Graz, Mannheim, Leipzig and Leeds.
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Position Papers

The group has authored and immediately posted on-line 38
position papers, sometimes in response to current events, other
times to clarify a theoretical point (with respect to Debord,
Foucault, Reich, Poe or Artaud) or the group’s relation to other
groups. Perhaps the most important of these position papers was
the one originally issued on 13 September 2001, which concerned
the group’s determination to continue its efforts, both despite and
because of the September 11th attacks.

Museum Exhibits

The 8-minute-long videotape the SCP made of its 8 Novem-
ber 1998 performance of George Orwell’s Nineteen-Eighty-Four
has become something of a classic: half-way through, the NYPD
shows up during the “Room 101" torture scene, asks questions
but doesn’t shut down the performance, which ends up with the
NYPD “onstage.” In addition to being shown on TV (see below),
this videotape has been exhibited by museums of contemporary
art in Austria (2000), Spain (2001), Germany (2001 and 2002), New
Jersey (2002 and 2006), Kansas (2002), Chicago (2002 and 2003),
New York City (2002), Rhode Island (2002), Massachusetts (2002
and 2004), and California (2003).

On-Line Encyclopedia

The group has placed all of the above materials (texts, maps,
photographs and video-clips) on line, with the explicit provisions
that none of it is copyrighted and that all of it may be used freely.
The group’s website is somewhat popular, drawing around 3,000
unique visitors per day.

In addition, the group has also maintained 1) a whole variety
of “blogs” (some of which keep track of news items relating to
abuses of surveillance cameras, protests against their usage, and
research into their effectiveness); 2) a series of on-going denun-
ciations (corporate-types who try to recuperate the group, huc-
ksters who run phony anti-surveillance groups, and visitors using
military and/or government servers to access the site); and 3) a
kind of encyclopedia of surveillance (laws and legal rulings, histo-
ries, technical descriptions and profiles of major investors into and
users of surveillance technology).
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Press Coverage

The group has received a lot of media attention, both here in the
USA and around the world. Stories/features have been aired on TV, in
print, on the radio and on websites in German, Italian, French, Dutch,
Hebrew and Japanese, as well as in English. The greatest coverage has
come from The New York Times (6 stories); The Village Voice (6); The
New York Post (4); CNN (3); MSNBC (3); Wired News (3); and RAl Ita-
lian Television (3). Because of a good deal of this coverage -- despite
its generally favorable tone -- hasn’t been very intelligent, the group
has maintained a blog in which the worst are castigated and the best
are praised. There has also been a blog in which the names of “dead
end” reporters who took up a lot of our time, but never managed to
publish a piece or failed to get us a copy of what they published.

Books

In August 2006, the group published We Know You Are Watching:
Surveillance Camera Players 1996 to 2006 on Factory School Books.
This 292-page-long book contains everything listed above (including
a selection of black and white photos), except for the news coverage,
the SCP’s responses to this coverage, and the entirety of the SCP’s
encyclopedia of surveillance.

Other SCP Groups

Following the model of Food Not Bombs, the SCP has always en-
couraged others to form similar groups and, if desired, adopt the SCP
name. Over the years, SCP groups have been formed in Tempe, AZ;
San Francisco, CA; Stockholm, Sweden; Bologna, Italy; Istanbul, Tur-
key; and Vilnius, Lithuania. Coordinated actions between these and
other groups (especially Souriez, Vous Etes Filmes in France) were ca-
rried off in December 2000, September 2001, September 2002, and
March 2006.

Musical Tributes

In 2004, a hardcore, heavy-metal thrash band from Germany na-
med Ba’al released an album that included a track called “Surveillance
Camera Players.” The words: “Why trust your self / When your gover-
nment doesn’t trust you. Don’t trust anyone / Like your government
does. You're the star in a daily soap / Part of the great 24-7 movie. The
optimists are mistaken / And even Orwell was an optimist.” Perhaps
this is the place to note that the MTV2 video for the Blood of Abra-
ham song “Eyedollartree” features a brief appearance by the SCP.
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Documentary Film

From 1999 to 2003, a great many of the performances of the SCP,
plus several interviews with group members, were videotaped by a
pair of professional documentary filmmakers (Jed and Amanda). The
original idea was to produce a full-length, feature film called Someo-
ne to Watch Over Me. Though a 7-minute-long trailer was eventually
produced, the film itself was not. In 2004, in response to the film-
makers’ increasingly single-minded turn away from the group’s ove-
rall project and towards the personalities of individual members, the
SCP had no choice but to end the collaboration.

Overview

While most “prankster” groups are short-lived, the SCP has mana-
ged to endure and, at times, thrive, for 10 years, despite the reloca-
tion of several key members to cities outside of NYC, and despite the
sometimes highly publicized personal problems of certain members.
In general, the group has been both helped and hurt by its “specta-
cular” isolation, by the fact that it is the only group of its kind. To be
fair: Australian activists have been performing in front of publicly ins-
talled, police-watched surveillance cameras since 1993, and Souriez,
Vous Etes Filmes was founded in 1995, a year before the SCP. But the
SCP was the first and remains the only group to offer a well-rounded
package: street performances, videotaped documentation, theoreti-
cal contributions, maps and walking tours.

It is worth noting that, to this day, very few contemporary political
groups or “independent” media websites inspired by progressive li-
beralism, ultra-Leftist or anarchism have made surveillance -- that is
to say, privacy, the right to be anonymous -- a central concern or de-
mand. Perhaps this speaks to the SCP’s weakness, its failure to start
a movement. But there may be other forces in play. To conclude as
we began, let us quote the Discourses on Livy: “It is as difficult and as
dangerous to try to liberate a people that wishes to live in slavery as
it is to try to enslave a people that wishes to live in freedom.”

New York, 10 December 2006
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Voices of silence
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Voices of silence
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Voices of silence
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