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Sille Obelitz Søe*

A Story of Surveillance? Past, Present,
Prediction

https://doi.org/10.1515/sats-2020-0021

Abstract: In this essay, I will explore the interrelations and differences between
the human and digital technology through the lens of surveillance and prediction
modeling: the building of profiles. I will provide some philosophical consider-
ations on surveillance and surveillance practices especially in light of datafication
and digitalization – including some epistemological considerations with regard to
the underlying assumptions in algorithmic construction of profiles and human
identities. The starting point is accidental encounters with the same person in the
streets of Copenhagen.
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1 The Woman

There she is again. Walking in her fast, focused, slightly terrifying pace with her long
black coat, short hair, and almost non-existent body. Like a black ghost or skeleton.
In my mind, she is known as the anorexic goth-girl. I see her from the window of the
bus. I see her almost every day on my way to or from school. She is always walking,
always fast, always black, arms stiff down her sides. Her gaze is focused, reserved,
yet sees nothing– or that is how I perceive her. I amwatching her for as long as I can. I
have seen her so often on my route to and from school, in so many different spots
along the way. I have also seen her in the inner city – always on her way. I have been
able to establish from all these encounters that she must be walking from some place
in the inner city to some place near or beyondmy school– a distance of at least 10 km.
I do not know exactly where her daily journey starts and exactly where the turning
point is – but I see her on her way from the inner city in the mornings and on her way
back in the afternoon.

I see her almost every day. Always the same pattern. In my mind, she walks –
fast – because she is anorexic. She walks in order not to gain weight. She walks to lose
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weight. She walks to keep the dark thoughts out. In my mind, this is what she does –
walk– all day in a straight line from the inner city. Then at some point in themiddle of
the day, she turns around and walks back.

I do not know her, I have never spoken to her, but I see her and recognize her. I
have seen her so often – recognized her – that I have a story of her in my head. I
haven’t named her properly, but I am wondering what she is doing, who she is,
whether someone helps her, takes care of her, sees her? I see her, but I don’t know her.
Yet, I feel I know her – or at least the creation I havemade of her inmymind. The year
is 2003, I have seen her regularly for 3 years.

⁎⁎⁎
I have finished high school, I do not take the bus anymore; do not go to that part

of the city. But I keep seeing her. Mostly in the inner city but also in other parts of the
city. Her pattern seems to remain the same, always walking, always fast, always in a
straight line to or from the inner city. The inner city seems to be her center as well as
the city center. Thismust bewhere she lives– or so I imagine. My story of her becomes
richer the more I see her, the more I watch her. She is still wearing black, still thin as a
skeleton, still with machine cut hair. She does not have a job, does not go to school –
how can she? She is always walking! – I see her at all times of the day, always alone,
always silent. I still think she is ill, anorexic– that is alsowhy shedoesnot havea job, does
not go to school, always walks.

I do not see her every day at this point but still quite often. Suddenly the long
black coat with the very high collar is gone. Now she wears a short black denim jacket
with sticker-like emblems on it. Here face seems more open, her gaze is lighter, her
walk seems lighter, less determined. I feel relieved. She is recovering from her illness.
For long, she has been suicidal inmy creation of her. I haveworried that she had killed
herself every time I hadn’t seen her for a while. But now she is better, recovering, not
suicidal anymore, yet still anorexic.

⁎⁎⁎
I still see her occasionally. Last time was in a bookstore in the inner city – in May

2018. We are waiting in the same line in order to pay for our books. For the first time I
hear her speak when she interacts with the salesperson. She looks even better and
healthier than I have ever seen her.

2 Introduction

For 18 years, I have recognized and watched the same woman accidentally. I have
been able to establish where in the city shemost likely lives, been able to establish
certain patterns of hers, and I have created a narrative about her health, and the
bettering of her illness. All from irregular and accidental “meetings.” I imagine
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what I would have been able to establish with more information, more and longer
observations. I think I know her; I feel I know her, but I don’t. I only knowmy own
creation of her, my own profile of her. In a sense, I am like an algorithm. I collect
information; I observe and make inferences. Inferences largely based on as-
sumptions and prejudice combined with location data and behavioral cues.
Through the combination of various pieces of information, I have inferred new
information and built a profile. A profile of a stranger. I have put this stranger into
different boxes: woman, skinny, wears black, anorexic. These boxes, these cate-
gories, defined how I saw her and kept seeing her upon every “meeting.” These
categories were the baseline against which I judged where she might be going and
howwell she was doing. As well as the baseline for how I imagined her personality
and thus constructed an identity for her. Fortunately, I am not an actual algorithm
operating in the digital realm. The construction of an identity for the woman does
not have an actual influence on her, besides in my head. I do not have any impact
in her life, on her possibilities for action – at least not for the time being. If I had
been an actual algorithm – a set of instructions –within a system, my construction
of this woman’s identity could have an actual impact on her.1 If I had been an
algorithm within a traveling system, my construction of this woman and her pat-
terns of movement could manifest itself in the price she is offered when paying for
public transportation. If I had been an algorithm within a system for giving out
loans in a bank, my construction of the woman’s identity as being ill and possibly
mentally unstable, could cause me to deny her a loan. Moreover, if I had been an
actual algorithm my observations, my information collection would be recorded
and stored, saved for later, and would not fall victim to human forgetfulness.

With the increased digitalization, digital infrastructures, and platforms, dig-
ital data and digital personal information have become increasingly valuable– not
least in the realm of personalized advertisement, political communication, auto-
mated decision-making, and all kinds of prediction models. Personal profiles and
prediction models generated by algorithms based on algorithmically collected
information are the models behind most of our activities online – from our in-
teractions with webpages and social media platforms to visa applications and
welfare claims. On the web and especially on social media we are the product.
A logic that has crept into many domains of public administration where auto-
mated systems feed on user data and predict people’s likelihood in staying un-
employed or reoffending in order to save money for the state and the public
administration. Most of our digital technologies these days function as surveil-
lance technologies, keeping track of our everymovement, clicks, acts, preferences,
etc. (Henschke 2017). We are monitored and surveilled both online and offline,

1 I address algorithms more fully in Section 4.
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through data collection, CCTV cameras, intelligence gathering, and the like,
mapping and predicting our shopping habits, music preferences, daily routines,
working hours, and our futures. It is the surveillance capitalism – companies and
platforms feeding on our behavior and selling it on for profit (Zuboff 2015, 2019).

In this essay, I will explore the interrelations and differences between the human
and digital technology through the lens of surveillance and prediction modeling: the
building of profiles. I will provide some philosophical considerations on surveillance
and surveillance practices especially in the light of datafication and digitalization –
including some epistemological considerations with regard to the underlying as-
sumptions in algorithmic construction of profiles and human identities.

3 Have I Surveilled Her?

Inmy imagination, based onmy observations, I am constructing an identity for the
woman. I am constructing a narrative that reflects my own prejudices more than it
might actually reflect the woman of whom it is supposed to be a narrative. The
narrative reflects my prejudices and assumptions in the sense that the woman’s
bodily features, style of walking, and choice of color for her clothing are linked to
anorexia and depression. Something that might be utterly wrong. There could be
so many other explanations for the woman’s bodily features, style of walking, and
choice of clothing. As is the case with surveillance technologies and practices (like
smart phones, CCTV cameras, apps, platforms, tracking, logging, and so forth),
I have collected information about the woman, aggregated it, and used it to
construct a profile that influences my view of her. Had the information collection
taken place through a surveillance technology, a digital device, for example by
means of information collecting algorithms, it would amount to some kind of
surveillance due to the purpose of the collection and the use of the information
(Henschke 2017). What about me? I have seen her, watched her, and recognized
her. Have I surveilled her? Have I involuntarily functioned like some kind of sur-
veillance technology? It is a difficult question, and I am dreading the answer.

Most often surveillance is defined along the lines of “any collection and pro-
cessing of personal data, whether identifiable or not, for the purposes of influ-
encing or managing those whose data have been garnered” (Lyon 2001 cited in
Macnish 2018, 9). Or, more recently as the “purposeful, routine, systematic and
focused attention paid to personal details, for the sake of control, entitlement,
management, influence or protection” (SSN 2006 cited in Macnish 2018, 10).
However, philosopher Kevin Macnish (2018) argues that it should be possible to
speak of surveillance even though the monitoring is random or if control and
influence is not the intent. The reason is that the potential for control and influence
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is still present and thus has potential consequences for the individuals monitored
as well as society. Therefore, Macnish defines surveillance in a very broad sense as
the “sustained monitoring of a person or people” (2018, 10). At a first glance,
according to this definition of surveillance, I have surveilled the woman. Random
observations of others count as surveillance as it is a kind of watching over them.
The time span of 18 years makes the monitoring sustained. However, this kind of
surveillance need not be problematic in any way. We cannot control what we
happen to see, when we move about in a city, in public. At a second glance,
Macnish’s use of “sustained” seems to imply that the monitoring is more sys-
tematic than random observations over time. The concept of monitoring in itself
implies that the observations are systematic or regular in some way and for a
purpose. The person or people monitored are monitored for a reason. My random
observations of the woman, although sustained in the sense that they took place
over 18 years, were not purposeful in any way. I simply happened to recognize her
because we moved around in the same areas of the city at the same time almost
every day. Moreover, the randomness with which I observed this woman is not just
unsystematic in the sense that it occurs in different places and at different times.
They are random in the sense that they are mere coincidences. When riding the
bus, had I looked out the other window, or looked at something inside the bus, I
would not have seen her. On this reading of Macnish’s definition of surveillance, I
have not surveilled the woman. My observations are not actually sustained and
they are not purposeful and systematized. But where is the line or the gray area?
When do the pieces of information turn into a pile of surveillance?

The answer seems to lie in the combination of the purpose (why do I collect the
information?), the sustainability (for how long do I collect the information?), and
the systematization (do I arrange my observations in some kind of scheme?). For
instance, if I had recorded the exact times and places where I saw the woman every
time I saw her, it would amount to surveillance independent of the format of my
recordings. Recordings that are more exact would, besides being systematized,
change the nature of the observations. The recordings would introduce some kind of
purpose; at the very least, they would be the purpose themselves. The purpose of
making the recordings. Further, they could introduce the purpose of trying to discover
something new; to glean something from the metadata that make up the recordings.

Likewise, if I had started following the woman whenever possible, the nature
of my observations would also change into surveillance because now I would
actively have tried to secure the sustainability – I would have continued the
watching beyond the mere accidental. Again, a purpose would enter the scene as,
if not anything else, a purpose of watching. Thus, tracking, recording, and saving
the (personal) information would have turned my random observations into sur-
veillance. This is also the reason why surveillance technologies are exactly that:
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surveillance technologies (Henschke 2017). Tracking, recording, and saving in-
formation, creating metadata, and generating new information are part of the
inner logic of algorithmic collection of information, of algorithmic profiling, and
predictionmodeling. It is automated surveillance at scale. In this connection, a key
difference between the surveillance technologies and me is the capability of
forgetting. Humans forget. It is part of our capability to make decisions and solve
problems. Without the capability of forgetting humans will be confused and
overloaded by the amount of information theymeet every day (Mayer-Schönberger
2009). Surveillance technologies, on the other hand, do not forget. All information
is stored infinitely unless deleted by choice or accident.

According to Macnish (2018), surveillance is not in itself good or bad, it de-
pends on the wrongs (or goods) it might bring about. Some of these wrongs,
concerning non-consensual surveillance, are privacy intrusions, chilling effects,
and control. The two most obvious wrongs, which might come about by my ob-
servations of the woman (although these observations do not amount to surveil-
lance) are intrusion of privacy2 and control. I have currently no power or control
over the woman. I have no way of using my observations to exercise control over
her. I am not in a position to influence her in any way and thus I have not wronged
her in terms of control. If our relation changed, andwe got to know one another, or
at least had to interact in someway or other, this would change. I could potentially
exercise power over her. Further, my imaginary creation of her identity would
influence her as it would influencemy approach to her andmy view of her. It would
affect how I could and would interact with her, because I have already constructed
her in a specific way in my mind.

For the time being, I might have wronged her by intruding on her privacy. Part
of this has to dowith the influence of “being seen.”Herein lies a difference between
privacy invasion and identity formation: How others “see” us, whether it be an
actual person or an algorithm, changes and informs how we see ourselves –
provided that we become aware that we are seen or are in some way tied by a
relation to the “one”watching (Henschke 2017). Unknownwatching will not affect
how we see ourselves and thus will not necessarily influence our identity forma-
tion. However, being watched can be a privacy invasion even though we are not
aware of the watching because the watching shifts the power balance between

2 Privacy is a multifaceted concept without one single definition. Privacyinternational.org de-
scribes privacy as follows: “Privacy is a fundamental right, essential to autonomy and the pro-
tection of human dignity (…). Privacy enables us to create barriers and manage boundaries to
protect ourselves from unwarranted interference in our lives, which allows us to negotiate whowe
are and howwewant to interactwith theworld aroundus. Privacy helps us establish boundaries to
limit who has access to our bodies, places and things, as well as our communications and our
information.” (privacyinternational.org 2017).
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watcher and watched and thus introduces the potential for control (provided I can
use my knowledge for control). The privacy invasion is based on the potential for
control and manipulation independent of the awareness of the watched. The
impact on identity formation is dependent on the awareness of the watched. Thus,
if the woman has somehow been aware that I have watched her, it might have had
an impact on how she has seen herself – it might have influenced her identity. If it
hadbeen analgorithm “doing thewatching,” thewomanneednot be aware of it for
it to have an impact on her. Think of automated decision-making. The algorithm,
dependent on the system of which it is a part, operates with a different kind of
power than I can ever have. Algorithmically governed surveillance technologies
operate on a much larger scale than I can. And, they operate with a much chal-
lenged yet effective promise of objectivity, simplicity, and functionality. A promise
of reducing the complex to the simple. An algorithm “presents something as a
singular optimal output, when it is actually generated through multiple and
contingent relations.” (Amoore 2020a, 10). It is the seductive power of numbers at
play.

4 What We Know, What We Can Know, What We
Think We Know

The separation of humans and algorithms as two independent entities is a fiction.
The physical world and the digital domain are increasingly intertwined, co-
creating and influencing one another. Algorithms can never be objective; they are
created by humans and reflect specific representations of the world. Even with
machine learning algorithms and deep neural networks where the algorithms take
on a life of their own, they are still shaped by humans just as humans are shaped by
algorithms. The problem is not that wemutually shape one another, but rather that
the algorithms start constructing their own worlds and concepts in ways that we
might not be able to understand, question, challenge, and change. As Louise
Amoore (2020a) explains

Algorithms come to act in the world precisely in and through the relations of selves to selves,
and selves to others, as these relations are manifest in the clusters and attributes of data. To
learn from relations of selves and others, the algorithm must already be replete with values,
thresholds, assumptions, probabilityweightings, and bias. In a real sense, an algorithmmust
necessarily discriminate to have any traction in the world. (8)

Thus, algorithms are just as value laden as humans are (and as I have been in
judging the woman). Their judgments or outcomes are not neutral and objective,
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and they might end up enhancing, reinforcing, and systematizing the problems
they were supposed to solve. Yet, they operate in different, sometimes opaque,
ways from humans. But, most importantly, they take part in defining and shaping
our concepts and the world in ways not accessible to us. Machine learning algo-
rithms do not only learn from finding patterns in collections of information, they
start creating the patterns themselves. Who we are and who we can be is
increasingly shaped and molded by surveillance technologies and their logics of
data collection, data analysis, prediction modeling, power structures, and eco-
nomic incentives (Henschke 2017). This is not to say that we as humans are fully
determined by the technologies. It is to say that their way of influencing us has
changed in such ways that it needs renewed attention and different kinds of re-
sponses. Surveillance technologies are inscribed in a large system of money, po-
wer, and control. It is the locus of the surveillance capitalism – a global and
individually inescapable network of generating surplus value from human
behavior (Zuboff 2015). A pressing question is what this behavior is taken to mean.

In writing my story of all the encounters with the woman and my idea of her
and her life, I realize that she might have a similar creation of me. In my mind, she
didn’t go to school or had a job because I always saw her walking. Always being on
her way. With all that walking, she couldn’t go to school or work. But if she had
looked up and recognized me every time I recognized her, she would also have
observed awoman always on her way. But I did go to school and later towork. First
school, then work, was often what I was on my way to or from when I saw this
woman.

My whole creation of this woman is based on my own assumptions regarding
themeaning ofmy observations of her visual appearance, her geolocation, and her
behavior aggregated over a time span of 18 years. I never questioned the narrative I
had created. At the time, the visual appearance of her thin body made it un-
doubtable forme that shewas anorexic. I treated it as the solid ground uponwhich
my inferences could be made. Other explanations weren’t possible within the
language-game at play. But without doubt, no knowledge (Wittgenstein 1969).
I thought I knew, but I didn’t. I wonder what an actual algorithm would have
predicted or inferred based on the same information. Which assumptions and
values are built into algorithms that collect this kind of data from people? And
what kind of meaning is generated? It is clear to see that the story I have created of
the woman is not necessarily fair, nor accurate or correct in any way – although I
have always had a feeling that I actually knew this woman.

Unlike an algorithm, I am capable of explaining how I made the inferences
I made, why I made them. I can track and bring out in the open my own as-
sumptions and prejudices, I can evaluate, justify, or discard them – provided that I
in some way become aware that assumptions and prejudices are at play in my

18 S. Obelitz Søe



judgments. Thus, I am able to spell out what I actually know from the encounters,
what it is possible for me to know from the encounters, and what I only thought I
knew.What I actually know is that I saw this woman on all these occasions. I know
where I saw her, that she was walking fast, and that she was wearing different
black coats. I know her looks. All the things that I know about this woman is what I
can know about her based on the distant encounters. I thought I knew she was
anorexic, I thought I knew she was getting better, I thought I knew her pattern of
movement. But these things I only imagined. Based on the information at hand I
cannot know these things. I can believe them, and I might be right in believing
them, but I do not know them. And, unless I actually get to know this woman or get
to ask her, I will never know. Thus, I will (most likely) never know whether I got it
right or wrong in my construction of this woman’s identity. I don’t know her, and I
will never come to know her. It is the same with algorithms. They will never
“know” – in any meaningful way of the concept – the people of whom they
construct profiles.

In predictionmodels and other algorithmic processes people and their actions
are data points to be collected, accumulated, and used for pattern creation and
recognition. It is identity construction at a distance with actual consequences. The
data or information collected from or about individuals, their habits, and the
attachedmetadata are put to use outside the context of its generation and creation.
The information is detached from its original context and its original meaning.
When aggregated and used in new contexts and for different purposes, the
meaning shifts. The information is altered andmeans something new and different
(Søe 2018). The profiles generated and the prediction models provide information.
However, it is not information in a truth-entailing sense. It is information as
representational or semantic content with no fixed truth-values; it might not even
be truth-evaluative. It is nonnatural information – as I would claim most infor-
mation is (Søe 2019). Thus, the truth of the predictions and the accuracy of the
profiles cannot be assumed by appeal to the concept of information.

The predictions and the profiles might not reveal anything to us. The as-
sumptions built into the algorithms might be imperfect and incorrect leading to
inaccurate, incorrect, and imperfect predictions. Yet we often seem to think that
these predictions are accurate, that they correctly tell us something about people,
their desires, their preferences, their behavior, and the future. The amounts of data
are alluring and they come with a promise of accuracy in the predictions – a
promise they might not be able to keep. Thus, we think we come to know based
on the prediction models and the profiles. We think they help us make better
decisions. Decisions informed by data-heavy automated processes. However, it all
depends on what data or information goes into the system, by which criteria it is
collected and processed, the weighting of the different parameters in the models,
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the assumptions, the correlations, and the intentions of the designers, engineers,
implementers, and end-users of the models and systems. And, it depends on the
algorithms’ inability to forget. We seem to think that – through profiling and
prediction – we can know the future, when we cannot. What we have are guesses
and these guesses can be more or less accurate, more or less informed or justified,
but they do not amount to knowledge. The profiles and predictions only amount to
information, which feeds back into the system, or uponwhich people can decide to
act or not.

The mere amount of data and information available to the algorithms and the
prediction models do not necessarily make the outcome better. The volume of
information collected and processed is a significant difference between surveil-
lance technologies and humans – more information makes prediction faster and
“easier” – but the quality of the predictions are not increased if the information is
biased, flawed, or in otherways of bad quality. In the end, it is still a question of the
quality and accuracy of the information. Even then, accurate and fair predictions
are hard. Even if we have perfect information, the shift from the many different
contexts that the information is collected in to the context of the profile or pre-
diction provides a shift in meaning for each piece of information rendering the
aggregated construct unreliable. It is like the story I have created of the woman.
Every piece of information I have acquired through observation has been ascribed
a newmeaningwhen becoming part of the story. The story –my imagination of the
woman– is the profile, the prediction. It is the new context. Just likemy story of the
woman and the identity I have created for her, the predictions and the profiles
generated by the algorithms and models are creations, imaginations, and ab-
stractions. They reflect nothing but our assumptions about the world and the
people in it, about the meaning of actions and information. Yet, as we have seen,
these imaginations and abstractions – the predictions and profiles – have pro-
foundly different implications for people than my creation of an identity for the
woman. However, “what matters is not primarily the identification and regulation
of algorithmic wrongs, but more significantly how algorithms are implicated in
new regimes of verification, new forms of identifying a wrong or of truth telling in
the world. Understood in these terms, the algorithm already presents itself as an
ethicopolitical arrangement of values, assumptions, and propositions about the
world.” (Amoore 2020a, 5–6). In this way, algorithms are used to predict the future
by simultaneously creating it. The algorithmic regime of verification introduces a
new language-game with its own rules for justification and knowledge. “When
language-games change, then there is a change in concepts, andwith the concepts
the meaning of words change.” (Wittgenstein 1969, 10e, §65). Humans and algo-
rithms operate within different language-games with different grounds for justi-
fication. Yet, these games seems to mix and intertwine continuously with
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challenging and unforeseen consequences. The algorithmic language-games are
about predicting the future. Until the development of the predictionmodel regime,
“seeing the future” has belonged to fiction and the telling of stories.

5 Past, Present, Prediction

I am reminded of the Americanmovie Paycheck from 2003 (based on the short story
of the same name by Philip K. Dick).3 The main character Michael Jennings has
spent 3 years building a technical device. He has willingly had his memory erased
and now he tries to figure out what he has built through clues he has left for
himself. It turns out he has built a machine that can see into the future. The
dystopian nightmare is that the possibility to predict or foresee the future will
inevitably create that future when trying to avoid predicted catastrophes. Or, the
catastrophes are fought by creating other catastrophes. Thus, it is no longer a
question of getting predictions right or accurate because whatever is predictedwill
happen. The idea is that if we are told that the future will unfold in a specific way,
then we cannot but make that future happen. Our present is locked by the pre-
diction of the future.

This of course is a fiction, and it need not be the case that if we are told that
something awful might happen we are not in any way able to avoid that future
catastrophe. However, the idea that our present becomes locked and dictated by
the future might not be so far away from what is happening in the algorithmic
collection of data, personal profiling, and prediction. The possibilities we have in
the present are limited or dictated by the predictions of likely behavioral patterns,
predictions of the likelihood that wewill get a job, predictions of our capabilities in
paying back loans, etc. As Paul Atkinson writes in his analysis of Paycheck (both
movie and short story), “the future becomes a form of predictive text. There are
only a limited number of possibilities and everything slots into place. Predictive
text creates a future that mirrors the past. It takes all our past text corrections and
uses these to limit future ones – another means of closing the gates.” (Atkinson
2011, 269). Luckily, Jennings has managed to imagine a different kind of future,
which then unfolds according to plan throughout the movie – again arriving at a
situation where the present is determined by the prediction of the future.

Philip K. Dick’s story andPaul Atkinson’s analysis of it are almost a reflection–
a prediction – of the algorithmic profiling procedures we are currently facing in
almost all aspects of our daily lives: “Everything begins to follow a pattern.We can
guess what letters will fill the spaces because the future is a reflection of the past.

3 Cf. Wikipedia, Paycheck (film).
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Jennings can predict what’s going to happen because his life is now determined by
a logical pattern of events and his role is no longer to live time but to fulfill a future
sketched out for him in advance.” (Atkinson 2011, 270). Adam Moore and Sean
Martin (2020) use a similar example in their discussions of why privacy is valuable.
With reference to Isaac Asimov’s fiction of a Chronoscope – a device that delivers
“complete, accurate, searchable, and detailed descriptions, in words, audio, and
video, of the target’s life” (211) –Moore andMartin (2020) argue that we are in a big
multiplayer Prisoner’s Dilemma. Will we use the chronoscope to spy on our
neighbors, colleagues, etc.? Will we use it, if we know that everyone else has a
chronoscope and can spy on us at all times? As is the case with the Prisoner’s
Dilemma, we would probably all spy on one another all the time in order not to be
disadvantaged. However, we would all, on a general level, be better off if no one
spied on one another. In Moore and Martin’s example, we cannot see the future,
but the idea is still that we come to know more than we should in a way that locks
and fixates the present.

In Paycheck and in the example with the Chronoscope we have situations of
total information awareness. The information is accurate, correct, and presented in
context. This is the main difference between the fictions and the automated
collection of information for algorithmic profiles and prediction models. While we
know that the information in the fictions are accurate and correct– in Paycheck it is
actually possible to foresee the future and the Chronoscope does give you a full
view of all aspects of other people’s lives – this is not the case with the information
or data collected algorithmically in online systems or through platforms. This
information is not necessarily accurate and complete, and it is out of context.
However, the information is still used to make profiles and predictions – to infer
new information about us – and thus has implications for our present possibilities.
As in the Prisoner’s Dilemma, we have no way of knowing what is inferred and
predicted about us – that is, what is thought to be “known” about us. The algo-
rithmic profiles andmodels are not based on nor do they provide knowledge. They
are based on information and pattern recognition and construction and they
provide information. They are mere aggregations of information taken out of
context. Thus, the future we predict through algorithmic profiles – the preferences
and behaviorswe expect others to have or develop–might not in anyway resemble
what would actually be the case had the profile not been built. However, because
the profile, or the model, has an impact on the possibilities a person is provided
with – for example, when trying to get a loan, a job, welfare benefits, etc. – this
arbitrary “possible” future determines the present. That is, the present is deter-
mined by a predicted future that mirrors the past. Such a present leaves out the
possibility of change. In this way, algorithmic profiles pose two problems simul-
taneously – problems that reinforce one another. First, they lock the present and
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the individual’s possibilities for actions through predictions of the future that
mirrors the past. Second, this past, “known” through data collection and aggre-
gation, might not in any meaningful way resemble or represent the individual of
whom the profile should be a profile – “the attributes generated from my data, in
correlation with yours and others’, continue to supply the conditions for future
arbitrary actions against unknown others.” (Amoore 2020a, 7). This second
problem feeds into the first problemby providing a skewed picture of the past, thus
bringing about a skewed prediction of the future determining the individual’s
options in the present. As Louise Amoore writes in The Guardian (Aug. 19, 2020b)
“Our life chances – if we get a visa, whether our welfare claims are flagged as
fraudulent, or whether we’re designated at risk of reoffending – are becoming
tightly bound up with algorithmic outputs.”

Even if it was possible to accurately predict people’s future behaviors – to
know everything about how they will develop – or if it becomes possible, the
question is whether we want such a predictable future. Do we want a future where
people are not capable of developing in unforeseen ways? A future where forget-
ting is impossible? According toDylan E.Wittkower (2011), the algorithmic fixation
of past, present, and future deprives us of what it means to be human. As hewrites,
“To be human is to constantly negotiate a past that we thought was fixed and to
project and calibrate futures that are always present to us. To be human is to be
unfixed in time.” (297).4 In algorithmic profiling and prediction models the past is
not continuously negotiated and altered in the human projection of possible fu-
tures. Instead, the past is fixed and used to predict a future, which in turn fixates
the present. Humans forget and develop; they change and acquire new prefer-
ences. We are not able to see or know the future, only to guess, infer, and imagine
and probably we should not be able to see the future. In both Paycheck and the
example with the chronoscope, it is not the technology as such which is the
problem, it is the human incapacity to deal with total information awareness and
knowledge of the future. Humans forget. And, forgetting is fundamental to the
development of human identity. Forgetting enables the possibility of change
and the negotiation of our identity (Mayer-Schönberger 2009). Surveillance
technologies do not forget. They constraint the possibilities in the present by
predicting the future modeled on the past. This is where actual surveillance
technologies are different from the chronoscope and the machine in Paycheck.

4 The original text is written partly backward. Each word is written in the right direction but the
order is reversed and reads from the bottomup. The quote in the original reads as follows: “.time in
unfixed be to is humanbe To.us to present always are that futures calibrate and project to andfixed
was thought we that past a negotiate constantly to is human be To” (Wittkower 2011, 297).
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⁎⁎⁎
It is August 2020. I am currently writing up my story of all these random en-

counters with this woman. I haven’t seen her for 2 years. Not since I saw her in the
bookshop. I am struggling with my essay. Struggling with how to frame my story in
terms of surveillance, algorithms, profiling, and epistemology. I have just spoken with
a colleague about this essay, this story, and what to make of it. Now I am heading
home. And there she is. Still walking, still wearing black. But in a place in the city
where I have never seen her before. A place that doesn’t match the pattern I have
established for her. I feel reassured.
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