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Abstract
Burning Man: On the Optics of Suspicion

The Polish Ministry of Interior Affairs [Służba bezpieczeństwa] secret surveillance tapes, several hours’ worth of grainy footage dating from the 1960s, 70s and 80s, were recently discovered, seemingly by accident, and repackaged in documentary form to be released, along with so much other communist-era treasure/trash, for consumption and conceptual unpacking in the new Poland. Excerpts from the tapes, featuring a voiceover soundtrack – a commentary provided by three former employees of the state security agency, ‘Sektor’ – were later aired by Telewizja Polska, the country’s leading broadcaster, and subsequently appeared in a subtitled English version. 

From the commentators’ reminiscences about the activists, politicians, and religious figures once under their surveillance, it quickly becomes clear that, like the inhabitants of Plato’s cave, Sektor’s agents were bound, indeed ideologically preprogrammed, to perceive their subjects as suspect. However, what is perhaps most striking about these secret tapes and the attendant commentary is the oppressive, grinding banality of it all – a banality that, sadly, is all too real for those who experienced life under totalitarian regimes. The case of Poland, especially its recent transformation to a US-style free market economy, is instructive in terms of the cultural re-appropriation and re-inscription of the old signs and symbols, including the semiologies of security: the preceding system, the self-styled (administrative) dictatorship of the proletariat, became finally undone after decades of decrepitude, and old closely-guarded secrets are up for sale on the bazaar of television, alongside Nokias, personal freshness products, and all manner of newfangled security devices for the car or home. In this new consumerist paradise – especially as simulated on TV – the latter are viewed as particularly chic; they are new potent markers of success, de rigeur possibly less as practical necessities than as symbols of status.
Paradoxically, along with the political unraveling and social transformations, there arose a new kind of “generational” innocence, to the extent that erstwhile agents of the broader state security apparatus (Ministerstwo Spraw Wewnętrznych) could feel sufficiently immune to public scorn and contempt to let the world in on the secrets of their former craft, their dealings with suspects, and their normalization of the mechanics of surveillance as a prosthesis of state suspicion (However, with one important exception, they do not feel sufficiently emboldened to identify themselves; we come to know only their voices, and their handiwork). Suddenly, the question insinuates itself: this tape and these voices, are they all that remain of the terror generation? 
My paper will explore some of the implication of this “accidental” discovery and analyze the rhetorical moves through which the prescriptive surveillance of Polish dissidents, intellectuals, trade unionists and other public leaders became institutionally justified. My presentation will be accompanied by a screening of 15-20 mins. (Bonus: see secret surveillance shots of St. Barańczak and Adam Michnik when each of them was a “młody gniewny”!)
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