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In his seminal writings on ubiquitous computing from the 1990s, information scientist Mark Weiser 
presents the idea of technologies that become so integrated in the daily meshwork of our lives that they 
no longer draw attention to themselves as technologies: “The most profound technologies are those that 
disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from 
it” (Weiser “The Computer for the 21st Century”). It is this conception of invisible technology, which 
he develops into the notion of calm technology (Weiser & Brown). Technological “calmness” seems a 
necessity when imagining an everyday world in which technology pervades our bodies and 
environments, embedded in even the most ordinary experiences from the motion-detecting lights that 
switch on when you enter the public toilets, to the cat flap that reads the chip in your pet’s neck and 
keeps unwanted cats out of your house. If such a world is to function smoothly it seems that technology 
has to become invisible, it has to function without drawing attention to itself, otherwise the cognitive 
load would simply be overpowering. This means that large amounts of everyday decisions are being 
made automatically, below the threshold of our conscious attention, and yet have a significant impact 
on our everyday lives.[1] This paper proposes the term calm surveillance to describe ubiquitous 
surveillance technologies, which do not draw attention to themselves as surveillance technologies, but 
have a notably effect on our daily lives and thus warrant a closer scrutiny. The implications of calm 
surveillance are explored through a range of recent artworks, films and novels, which in different way 
employ, challenge and negotiate calm surveillance. In particular I shall be looking at the art project 
CVDazzle by Adam Harvey http://cvdazzle.com/ (2010), Catherine O’Flynn’s novel What Was Lost 
(2007), and the film A Scanner Darkly (2006). In different ways and in diverging aesthetic genres, these 
works explore, on the one hand, fundamental questions of attention and selection criteria – how do we 
distinguish relevant from irrelevant information? And what are the implications when these selections 
are performed by technology at a level below our conscious attention? On the other hand, artworks 
such as these bring out the affective and emotional implications of calm surveillance for human beings 
living in such environments—highlighting and questioning its impact on our way of experiencing, 
representing, and interacting with the world.

[1] Cf. concepts such as “technological unconscious” (Nigel Thrift, Patricia Ticineto Clough) and 
“software-sorted societies” (Wood & Graham).
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