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We often conceptualize state surveillance through an outdated, Orwellian lens: an all-seeing,
centralized eye recording objective facts about our lives. But modern state scrutiny is far more
insidious. It doesn’t just observe the citizens; it actively manufactures them.

Drawing on her experiences under the Romanian communist secret police (the Securitate),
anthropologist Katherine Verdery offers a vital framework for understanding this phenomenon
through the concept of the surveillance doppelgianger. When a state apparatus builds a file on an
individual, it does not produce a neutral dossier. Instead, it creates an "alternative self," a highly
politicized, fragmented copy of the citizen built from institutional suspicion, warped informant
testimonies, and bureaucratic logic.

Because these files rely on a messy network of diverse observers, they rarely yield a singular,
coherent narrative. Instead, they produce multiple, competing doppelgangers: the subject is
simultaneously framed as a potential asset, a dangerous subversive, an elite academic, or a
suspicious outsider.

This bureaucratic fragmentation aligns closely with philosopher Ian Hacking’s concept of
"making up people." State classification systems do not describe preexisting realities; they
invent categories that dictate how people are tracked, managed, and understood by institutions.

Crucially, this process operates retroactively. When an individual is forced to interact with the
state's vision of them, those artificial classifications loop back into their own self identity. The
doppelginger ceases to be an external fiction; it alters how the subject perceives their own
history, relationships, and place in society.

Ultimately, surveillance is not an abstract "empire of fear" acting as a monolithic weight above
everyday life. It is an interpretive, deeply embedded social practice carried out by flawed human
actors with shifting motivations. By recognizing that state power operates by destabilizing
personal identity and weaponizing social relationships, we can better understand the
psychological mechanics of modern bureaucratic control: the ultimate objective is not merely to
watch the citizen, but to make them doubt who they fundamentally are.



