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The State Goes Home: Local Hyper-
Vigilance of Children and the Global
Retreat from Social Reproduction

Cindi Katz

N AN EARLY SCENE IN THE TERMINATOR, THE CYBORGIAN ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER

walks into an L.A. gun shop and asks to see the wares. The shopkeeper lays

out Uzis, submachine guns, rocket launchers, and other sophisticated means
of overkill, nervously understating, “Any one of these will suit you for home
defense purposes.” The situation is likewise in the growing child protection
industry. In keeping with the shopkeeper’s sly comment, these businesses feast on
anall-pervasive culture of fear, while creating a mockery, alibi, and distraction out
of what they are really about — to remake the home as a citadel through the
peddling of private protective technologies that reinforce it against various forms
of intrusion. These industries offer utterly inappropriate technocratic solutions for
broad social problems. More important, the growth of the child protection industry
is yet another response to the venomous and slippery fear-of-crime discourse that
has become one of the key stocks in trade of the neoliberal state. Retrenching on
its commitments to the social wage, the contemporary state has not reneged at all,
of course, on its commitments to social order.

The commitment to order is legitimated through a tedium of pronouncements
concerning crime that creates an aura of fearfulness and distrust while naturalizing
increasingly virulent policing, stepped-up prison construction, stricter sentencing
policies, and the like, as responses. As the circular discourse of crime, fear, law,
and order — propounded at all scales of the U.S. state and largely unquestioned
in conventional media — has burgeoned, there has been little willingness to
address whether these measures actually have any impact on crime or the creation
of genuine public safety. But one thing is certain: the discourse of fear has
provoked an increasingly serious domestic response to the perceived dangers in
our midst. It is no small irony, then, that as the state pumps up fear to legitimate
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itself and its skewed expenditures, the loathing it simultaneously produces and the
distrust it stokes have encouraged the proliferation of privatized strategies of
coping. From the explosion in the production of household armaments to the
alarming of all personal property, many Americans seem intent on taking the law
into their own hands. This tendency, coupled with the sort of precious concern for
children’s well-being that has become prevalentinthe U.S. since the late 1970s (cf.
Katz, 1995; Ivy, 1993; Cahill, 1990), have created the ideal conditions for the
emergence and growth of the child protection industry.

The child protection industry is part of the $1.1 billion home surveillance
industry brought about by the migration of spy technologies and logics across the
domestic frontier. Its products enable parents to monitor from afar their children,
childcare workers, and others interacting with their kids. Selling technologies such
as “nanny cams” and child-watch monitors, among an arsenal of home security
accessories — tazers, pepper spray, maces (including “child size mace with a mini
alarm”), stun guns, crossbows, animal repellents, electronic barking dogs, door
braces, telephone voice changers, all manner of safes, infrared alarms, wrist
rockets — these businesses render something like a burglar alarm almost quaint,
to say nothing of the notion that technologies appropriate for the home should
encompass things like vacuum cleaners.

The child protection industry markets its products by tapping into a great and
growing anxiety that children can and should be protected from everything. But
the anxiety is papered over with disingenuous claims about family life. For
instance, “at Securityke we are intent upon reducing the amount of child abuse in
America by empowering parents with the appropriate equipment needed to survey
your child’s surroundings” (www.securityke.com, 2001). This claim neatly glides
over the fact that nearly all child abuse is perpetrated by members of the child’s
family. Other companies trade on purveying a family ideal that attempts to
overcome, if notignore entirely, all the ways in which family life has changed over
the last few decades. “What we’re doing is re-creating the nuclear family from a
distance,” insists Jack Martin of Simplex Knowledge. With his wife Patti, Martin
invented I See You, a camera that posts intermittent photographs of childcare
settings on a website accessible only to parents and others with a password so that
they can check in on their child from work, home, or elsewhere to ensure that the
day is going smoothly (Lombardi, 1997). Although these daycare-based cameras
doenable parents toreassure themselves that, indeed, their children stopped crying
after they left or to have a moment of pleasure by observing their children in the
middle of the workday, the substantial investment on the part of childcare centers
isnotto “re-create the nuclear family from a distance,” but to demonstrate that their
services are safe, reliable, and — one hopes — stimulating. Others hawking the
technologies disavow that they are pandering to parental anxiety about their

children’s safety and use familiarization as a selling point. They suggest that if
parents know what their children are doing in daycare, it will be easier for them
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to strike up an evening conversation with them. Other businesses invoke consumer
sovereignty as a selling point for getting daycare-based cameras, exclaiming that
since parents pay so much for childcare and their children’s educations, they
deserve to know whether they are getting good value for the money. No matter
what they claim in their materials, however, virtually all of these businesses are
willing to prey upon parental fears and use sensationalized accounts of children
putatively abused by nonfamilial care providers to sell their wares. The murderous
nanny Louise Woodward is never far from the scene.

None of these technologies — no matter how strange or impractical — offer
anything more than micro-scale and private solutions to what are social and
political-economic problems. Of course, in the contemporary neoliberal climate,
that is precisely their allure. Rather than agitating for safer public environments or
socially provided childcare, individual households can purchase or rent an array
of technologies designed to reassure them that their private strategies for minding
their children are at the very least doing them no harm. Such privatized strategies
. sidestep the social issues of social reproduction in the contemporary U.S.,
including the lack of public or corporate support for childcare or other social
benefits, and the largely unaltered gender division of household labor that
continues to hold women responsible for childcare whether they provide it
themselves or organize and schedule others to do so. They also take for granted the
enormous gaps between wealthy and poor households, both nationally and
internationally, that enable households of one class to employ members of another.
Yetitis in part these inequalities that foster the distrust and animosity that lead to
investments in surveillance technologies.

Among the technologies for sale or rent are “nanny cams,” miniature wireless
or wired devices that can be mounted in the home or come concealed in teddy
bears, air purifiers, lamps, clocks, and the like. The cameras enable parents to
produce a covert tape or live video of their child and his or her minder. Some
systems are motion-activated and some record sound as well as image, but most
provide a simple visual record of the scene. Most of those who deploy these
technologies do not like what they see. Of course, these parents are a suspicious
lot to begin with, but according to one purveyor of nanny cams in the U.S., 70%
of users fire their nanny. They rarely find evidence of abuse, but rather degrees of
benign neglect — nannies who let children watch television rather than playing
with them, who talk on the telephone rather than with their charges, who let
children cry rather than attend to them, or who nap while kids are left to their own
devices. Although these issues can be serious, they often are not, and taking such
extreme action as firing the caregiver rather than clarifying expectations begs the
question of how most parents would fare under the disciplining gaze of such
scrutiny. Perhaps after breaching the trust one might expect in such an intimate
employer-employee relationship, there is no going back to a discussion of work
expectations.
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Other surveillance technologies include sophisticated ambulatory child moni-
tors that take to new heights the sound monitors many parents now routinely place
in children’s rooms so they can hear the slightest whimper from elsewhere in the
home. The new monitors can be belted onto children so that parents can hear them
from distances of up to 50 meters away. Using the ambulatory monitor, parents can
hear all of their child’s interactions as he or she roams autonomously. The monitor
will beep the child minder if the child wanders more than 50 meters away or, most
reassuringly, if the child falls into water. In theory, the child has independent
mobility while the parent can relax or do other things, reassured in the knowledge
that s/he will hear if the child talks with anyone, falls, or gets too far afield. As
anyone who has ever minded a young child outdoors will attest, this prospect is
unrealistic at best, and it is difficult to imagine an older child agreeing to wear the
monitor. As children become more autonomous, however, many contemporary
U.S. families invest in beepers or cell phones so that parents and children can
always be in contact. Apart from these individualized devices, daycare-based
camera systems like / See You provide rapidly changing still photographs, or, with
the more sophisticated systems, videos of the childcare setting that parents can
watch via a password-accessible site on the Internet. A growing number of
childcare centers have installed these systems; they report that 30% of households
sign up for it. Checking on one’s child throughout the day seems to provide many
parents with just the right balm to soothe their anxieties about their child’s well-
being and ease their guilt about keeping children in care for long periods of time.
Of course, a quick glance at their child also gives parents a little boost and a
pleasurable distraction at work.

The latest child monitoring technologies are electronic tracking systems.
These systems, which involve the use of a chip that can be located with global
positioning systems (GPS), were initially developed for tracing merchandise in
warehouses orondelivery routes. They have begun to be used in some large private
parks for keeping a watch on children “freely” wandering on the grounds, and
recently came on the market for individual use. In parks, parents rent a wrist or
ankle band with an embedded chip that can only be removed from their child with
aspecial device. Child minders can then visit kiosks outfitted with video monitors
that reveal their child’s location anywhere on the property. The next iteration of
this technology, already dubbed Digital Angel, involves placing the chip subcu-
taneously in the child for constant vigilance. Marketing has been stalled by the
legal privacy issues raised by embedding a chip in another person, even one’s own
child.

Any one of these technologies is suitable for “home defense purposes.” What
is being defended against? For one, guilt and anxiety are frequently the prime
emotions of two-career couples, but evidence suggests that they affect women
more deeply than s the case with their male partners (c¢f. Lombardi, 1997; Wrigley,
1999). The technologies also “defend” against the absence of state- or business-
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subsidized high-quality daycare in either neighborhood or work settings, because
they offer a way to ensure that whatever childcare services are purchased by those
who can afford them are high quality. Such individualized strategies sidestep the
question of why these issues are so vexed in the U.S. Not coincidentally, the
struggle for widely available and affordable childcare is no longer much on the
agenda of middle-class and professional people, who have come to take care of
their childcare needs through private means, and then invest in surveillance
technologies to assure their quality. These technologies are also a defense against
the scattering of the extended family and the increased hours of parental work
outside the home that characterized the latter 20th century.

These forays into hypervigilance are a portal into a host of larger issues and
questions that have precipitated the very problems against which home surveil-
lance technologies and other micro-practices of childcare are purportedly “de-
fending.” In part, I wish to show that micro-defenses will never be adequate to the
task. I also attempt to understand why these sorts of hypervigilant strategies have
arisen in the realm of social reproduction and to link this phenomenon to the rise
in “terror talk™ concerning children’s safety and vulnerability more generally
(Katz, 1995). It must be noted how privileged it is to fetishize certain children’s
well-being, while at the same time — thanks to broad retreats in social reproduc-
tion — other children are vulnerable to risks of an entirely different order. These
risks, such as homelessness, poor schools, lack of health care, and unsafe and
understimulating public environments, not only go largely unremarked, but are
also largely made invisible by the resolutely narrow focus of hypervigilance, as if
individual issues of children’s safety are the only ones that matter. Moreover, part
of the anxiety that drives hypervigilance is the result of hiring childcare workers
across the income gap created by uneven capitalist development and nourished by
globalized capitalist production. Children are vulnerable, north, south, east, and
west, because of the crumbling of the social wage and the retreat from social
reproduction enabled by the globalization of capitalist production. This is much
more dangerous than an understimulating nanny, even a murderous one.

A hallmark of the globalization of capitalist production has been a retreat by
capital from its prior commitments to place. Reproducing a labor force and the
conditions of production in any particular locale is less germane to enduring
economic growth than it was in the past. Workers — unionized or not — have
suffered the consequences of the reneging by capitalists on the promises of
Fordism and retreats from earlier gains in the social wage. The heightened
mobility of capital investment has also led various public authorities to reduce or
abate corporate taxes, which, among other things, has reduced public monies
available for social welfare. Responsibility for social reproduction has shifted
increasingly to private domains where itis accomplished through household labor
— still largely women’s — or purchased. As a result, the nature, scope, and
material social practices of social reproduction have become increasingly uneven,
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ithas returned in domesticated form — under our beds. The flexing of parental and
household sovereignty and the delegation of all manner of responsibility for social
reproduction to the household have produced mini states (of siege). The impulse
to produce a miniature state at home is appealed to and nurtured in advertisements
for domestic spy and self-protection technologies and weaponry that offer such
reassuring exhortations as, “Courts have ruled that government does not have a
specific duty to protect individuals.... Experience the difference of knowing you
can protect yourself” (www.protectself.com, 2001).

In the privatized state, parents become spies. They spy on their nannies and on
other domestic workers. Few express any ethical qualms about the practice, let
alone concern for the legal implications of their acts. As one Long Island mother
chillingly enthused, “When it comes to my own child, I don’t care about the
nanny’srights” (Katz, 1998), Parents also spy on their children. When the children
are young, parents are most commonly using technologies to extend the reach of
their eyes and ears through the use of room and ambulatory monitors to ensure that
their children are safe, but when children reach middle childhood or adolescence,
the intent of the monitoring shifts to discerning whether children are being “good.”
New technologies allow a long arm of parental law. Some have special devices
installed in their cars (often courtesy of their automobile insurance company) to
monitor the speed of their teenaged drivers. After their kids have driven the family
car, parents can get aread-out that enables them to catch infractions that may have
eluded the police. Other parents avail themselves of drug-testing kits made for
domestic use. The kits come complete with instructions to parents on getting a
clandestine lock of their child’s hair. Computer surveillance is available for the
completely paranoid, though most of these technologies are reportedly deployed
against spouses rather than children, whose access to cyberspace is frequently
censored by parent-activated filters. Nevertheless, computer surveillance tech-
nologies enable parents or partners to monitor every keystroke and thus know
every addressee, every website visited, the content of every message sent, and
even the user’s password so that at another time the account can be entered directly.
The “household state,” like many larger states, is involved in surveillance and
censorship, and acts with little regard for inhabitants’ rights to privacy, self-
determination, or the presumption of innocence. While privacy laws protect
against government surveillance, there are no federal standards in the U.S. to
protect against domestic or other forms of private spying.

In perhaps a more benign vein, parenting is also viewed as a form of
community policing. Companies selling the monitoring and surveillance tech-
nologies claim to offer “innovative ways for mothers and fathers tobe close tokids,
but give them a sense of control and reassurance.” In fact, most of these
technologies enable parents and children to have a parallel existence, but to feel
interconnected (at least on the parents’ part). Very little attention is paid in these
sales pitches or the discussions around them to the experiences of contemporary
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children as always being watched, to say nothing of what it will mean to grow up
taking it for granted that one is under surveillance (cf. Marx, 1996).

The technologies on offer may give parents and children a sense of control and
reassurance and may indeed respond to the twin plagues of anxiety and guilt.
However, 1 argue that the problems are of a different order. It is not possible to
protect children from everything — as anxious parents in the global North seem
to want to do — with all the micro-management in the world (including the
children’s own defiance and the stubborn fact that most of the dangers to children
come from the family itself). Most significantly, the problems are social, political,
and economic, and so, too, must be the means to redress them. The shrunken state
under our beds cannot redress the problems produced by the broad retreats from
the social wage resulting from the globalization of capitalist production, by the
enduring inequalities of class, race, and nation that foster lopsided domestic
exchanges of money, love, and care, or by the gendered division of household
labor and the unwillingness of mostemployees to recognize this in workplace rules
that might provide for schedule flexibility, if not work-based care arrangements.
All that little state can do is monitor what happens in the riven domestic field that
is produced by these problems. The proliferation of child protection technologies
and the broadening of surveillance across the domestic frontier mark an enormous
retreat from politics. Exposing the issues that have provoked this shift provides
fertile grounds for broad-based organizing and action.
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