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Surveillance in History and Contemporary Culture:  
East Germany’s Secret Police and Digital Mass Surveillance 

             

 

Fall Term 2026 
Academic Course Period: 31 August – 11 December 2026 

(break: 19-23 October 2026) 
 
CATEGORY  
Politics, Sociology, Law 
 
COURSE STRUCTURE   
3 contact hours à 45 min per week (14 weeks) 
 
WEEKLY SCHEDULE  
Time 
Day: t.b.a. (Monday to Friday, 09:00-11:30, 12:30-15:00, or 16:00-18:30) 
Place 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Schönhauser Allee 10, Room 1.23 
 
COURSE LANGUAGE  
English 
 
Language requirements (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) 
English B2 
 
TARGET GROUP 
International exchange students of all subjects with a strong interest in in the various aspects 
of Culture, Literature, Film and Visual Arts, as well as Surveillance Studies. Humboldt 
Perspectives Study Abroad courses are designed for undergraduate students. Master students 
may participate if their home university agrees.  
 

CREDITS = 6 ECTS 
All courses are accredited according to the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS). 
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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
What does it mean to live in a surveillance society? How does the digital age challenge questions 
regarding privacy, individuality, and freedom? When does surveillance as care tip over into 
surveillance as control? And how does the Stasi system of vigilance prefigure contemporary 
surveillance culture? This course will, on the one hand, examine the impact of surveillance on 
society by looking at the multifaceted ways technologies, societies, and the arts interact; and 
on the other hand, reflect on surveillance in a totalitarian context while comparing observation 
techniques in the GDR with contemporary surveillance methods. We will also explore how 
surveillance is represented in contemporary literature, film, and popular culture. The course will 
map out important themes with regards to surveillance and its repercussions (e.g., visibility, 
identity, privacy, and control). The course provides an overview of the interdisciplinary field of 
surveillance and covers the latest research in the following major areas: 1. Relationship between 
surveillance, power, and social control; 2. Histories of Surveillance: GDR and the Stasi 
(especially in the context of Berlin); 3. The concept of privacy; 4. Surveillance in the arts and 
popular culture. 
 
COURSE OBJECTIVES AND LEARNING OUTCOMES 
 

The objective of this Bachelor-level course is to equip students with an in-depth understanding 
of the Stasi and the phenomenon of surveillance and enable them to read, understand and 
critically reflect on the most recent theoretical research in surveillance studies. 
 
By the end of the course, students will be able to:  
 

• understand the origins of surveillance in contemporary society  
• be familiar with the observation methods of the Stasi  
• critically assess the changing social processes in surveillance culture  
• employ surveillance theories  
• examine the effects of surveillance on individuals and cultural production through analysing 

texts and films 
 
 
READINGS 
 
Students will be provided with reading material. 
 
 

ASSIGNMENT INFO 
 
Workload and assignments 

In order to be granted 6 ECTS, participants will be asked to 

• Actively attend all sessions (a minimum of 80% attendance is required for both 
classroom and online sessions)  

• Prepare and revise the classroom/online sessions 
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• Hand in the following assignments: 

1. Participate in regular in-class and online group activities and mini-
presentations, including excursion-based assignments (30 % of final grade) 

2. Give a short presentation (5–7 minutes) during the final session, offering a 
personal or critical reflection on a specific moment, experience, or theme 
from the seminar that connects to your final essay topic. (10 % of final 
grade) 

3.  Submit an individually written final essay (word count: 1500, not including 
bibliography) building on or deepening the theme presented (60 % of final 
grade).  

 
Failure to fulfil any of the components listed above will result in failure of the course. 

 

Assessment Components 

The final grade will be composed of the above-mentioned assignments. 

 
 
YOUR INSTRUCTOR 
 
Dr Betiel Wasihun is a Senior Researcher working on various projects related to surveillance 
and its cultural and literary manifestations, including a collaboration with the University of 
Birmingham on the interdisciplinary project “Knowing the Secret Police: Secrecy and Knowledge 
in East German Society.” Before she relocated to Berlin in 2017 to take up a Marie-Curie 
Fellowship at the Institute for Philosophy, History of Literature, Science and Technology at TU 
Berlin, she was a Fellow of Lincoln College, University of Oxford (2010–2015) and a member of 
the Faculty of Medieval and Modern Languages at the University of Oxford (2010–2017). From 
2006-2008 she was a Teaching and Research Fellow at the German Department at Yale 
University. She is an experienced Lecturer at Humboldt International Campus and has been 
teaching various courses on surveillance theory, media and film at the University of Europe for 
Applied Sciences (Berlin Campus). Dr Wasihun published widely in the field of literary, cultural 
and media studies (with focus on 20th and 21st century literature, surveillance studies, East 
Germany/Stasi, theories of emotion and narratology). Publications include the edited volume 
Narrating Surveillance – Überwachen erzählen (Ergon 2019), “The Quantified Self: Surveillance, 
Biopolitics and Literary Resistance” (Care, Control and COVID-19, De Gruyter, 2023), 
“Retrotopian Settings for Traitors: John Le Carré’s Spy Fiction” (The ‘Second World’ in 
Contemporary British Writing, V&R unipress, Brill, 2024), and “Becoming (In)Visible: Self-
Assertion and Disappearance of the Self in Contemporary Surveillance Narratives” (Zeitschrift 
für Anglistik und Amerikanistik, 2024). She is currently working on her second 
monograph, Resisting Surveillance: Storytelling, Fiction and Selfhood in the Digital Age (under 
contract, transcript publishing), and finalising a co-authored monograph with Sara Jones and 
Tara Windsor, Knowledge of the Stasi in the East German Literary Sphere: Surveillance, 
Secrecy, and Revelation (forthcoming, Camden House). 
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COURSE SCHEDULE  
3 hours à 45 min per week (Fall Term: 14 course weeks + 1 gap week) 
 
 
Week 1: Introduction to “Surveillance Studies” and Course Outline  
(In-Class) 
  
Required reading:  
• Lyon, David. “The Watched World Today”, pp. 11-24.   
• Lyon, David. “Surveillance Studies. An Overview”, Surveillance Studies. A Reader, edited 

by Torin Monahan and David Murakami Wood, OUP 2018, pp. 18-22.  
  

Group activity: There are cultural differences in the way people deal with surveillance. Discuss 
with reference to your own experience.  
 
 
Week 2: Histories of Surveillance I: Understanding the GDR.   
 
Excursion: Museum in der Kulturbrauerei („Everyday Life in the GDR“), Knaackstraße 97, 
10435 Berlin. Questions will be distributed prior to the museum trip.   
 
 
Week 3: Histories of Surveillance II: Cold War-Era – The Lives of Others 
(In-Class) 

• Film analysis:  The Lives of Others, Dir. Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, 2006 

 
 
Week 4: Histories of Surveillance III: Examining Stasi Methods and 
Archive 
 
Excursion: Stasi Museum, Ruschestraße 103 "Haus 7", 10365 Berlin 

 
Required reading:  

• Funder, Anna. “Stasiland. Stories from behind the Berlin Wall”, Surveillance Studies. A 
Reader, pp. 83-88.  

Assignment: Prepare Group Presentations. 
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Week 5: “Museum Reports” (In-Class Group Presentations) 
 

Week 6:  Circulation of Knowledge in the GDR 

 
• Screening and Discussion of the Documentary “The Open Secret" (Documentary; Jacob 

Cartwright & Nick Jordan, 2022, 30 min.) 
 

Week 7:  Panel Discussion with Contemporary GDR Witness Peter Keup 
(In-Class) 

 

Week 8:  Surveillance and Betrayal: The Prenzlauer Berg Underground 
Literary Scene & the Case of Sascha Anderson (In-Class)  

 
Required Reading:  

 
• Alison Lewis, A State of Secrecy: Stasi Informers and the Culture of Surveillance. 

Lincoln, NE: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2021 
(selected chapters).  

 

BREAK: 19-23 October 2026  
 

Week 9: Guest lecture (tbc) 

 

Week 10: Surveillance Theories I: The Panopticon and Societies of 
Discipline (ONLINE) 

  
Required Reading:  

• Bentham, Jeremy. “Panopticon Or: The Inspection House”  
• Foucault, Michel. “Panopticism” (from Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison)   

 
Collaborative online session on surveillance theory, guided by a set of close-reading questions. 
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Week 11:  Surveillance Theories II:  Societies of Control (ONLINE) 
 
Required Reading:   
  

• Deleuze, Gilles. “Postscript on the Societies of Control”  
 
Collaborative online session on surveillance theory, guided by a set of close-reading questions. 
 

 

Week 12: Surveillance Theories III: Surveillance Capitalism and Literary 
Case Study (In-Class) 
 

Required Reading:   
  

•   Zuboff, Shoshana. “Big other: surveillance capitalism and the prospects of an 
information civilization“ (2015)   

• Dave Eggers’s novel The Circle (2013; selected excerpts)  

 
Group activity: How does Zuboff’s concept of Suveillance Capitalism apply to The Circle? 
Discuss.  

 

 

Week 13:  
Guest lecture (tbc) 

 

Week 14:  
Final Paper Workshop and Course Wrap-Up (In-Class) 

 
Students deliver 5–7 minute presentations, followed by a Q&A on academic writing. 
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TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS 
• Registration on Moodle (HU’s e-learning platform) 

 
in case of online sessions 

• Fully functional device (laptop, tablet, PC) 
• Stable internet connection 
• Software: Zoom (video/audio) 
• Recommended hardware: external headset for better sound quality 

 
 
EXPECTATIONS & POLICIES  
Preparation for lively discussions: be on time, have at least the required readings 
completed, and points in mind for discussion or clarification. 

 
Assignments: complete all assignments according to the specified requirements on the 
schedule including handing them over to the lecturer. 
 
Commitment: pay particular attention to the lecturer and respect differences of opinions in 
this international classroom. 
 
Academic guidelines: Comply with academic integrity policies, especially the academic 
honor code and the student code of conduct. Plagiarism in even a small assignment will result 
in failing the entire course. 
 
Attendance policy: Students must contact their class teachers to catch up on missed work – 
to excuse absence please contact the lecturer. 
 

The course and its syllabus are subject to change. Last update: 26 September 2025 
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