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The documentary short The Above, produced and directed by Kirsten Johnson, opens up
a space to discuss practices of surveillance, tensions between two nations after a war,
and the contrasts between two foreign lands. The film is about a large blimp that floats
in the sky above Kabul, Afghanistan, which Johnson first spotted when she was there in
2009 filming for a different project. This short film consists of shots of the blimp edited
between everyday scenes of the people living in Kabul.
The blimp was placed there by the United States, and although the film does not speak
much to the motive, it is implied that it relates to the two countries’ recent history,
namely the United States’ invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and the ongoing war there.
Even though some of the most intense aspects of the conflict have subsided, tensions
and fighting remain – likely the reason the surveillance blimp went up in the first place.
Johnson’s surprise at the blimp’s existence will no doubt be the same for a great deal of
other Americans so, in addition to bringing attention to this situation, this footage also
raises a series of ethical considerations.
The Above is primarily about surveillance. Surveillance plays a tactical role in the
ongoing tensions between the United States and Afghanistan. From the film, we can
assume that the blimp monitors insurgent activity and its purpose is to discourage this
behavior by giving the sense that it is always watching over. Naturally, some citizens of
Kabul are resentful of its presence there. They claim that it is not effective because they
still suffer from suicide attacks and car bombs. Civilians also claim that it is too invasive
and makes them feel uncomfortable on a daily basis. The film emphasizes this with
constant shots of children looking up at the blimp. Their positioning is significant
because looking up at something can give the appearance of vulnerability. When the
blimp is forced to land during bad weather conditions, the hundreds of bullet holes on
its exterior reveal that many people clearly despise its presence. Still, others have
grown accustomed to the blimp and do not really care about it, such as the one man
seen speaking in the film.
The scene of an elderly Afghan man is a highlight because it contrasts with the rest of
the documentary short. While many people are filmed, this is the only scene where
someone is interviewed. His comments offer a religious interpretation of and betray a
negative attitude towards the blimp and those who created it. The interview captures
the man’s passion as he speaks in his native language. Johnson’s setting for the scene
and use of close-ups during the interview allow the audience to grasp the man’s
humble background and build a closer connection with him.

By giving voice to an Afghan man’s emotional perspective, the director hopes the
audience will sympathize with him and bring awareness to the country’s devastating
situation caused by war and conflict. “The Almighty God is the creator of the world and
can see everything,” the man states. “God knows everything. Be aware that he will find
out everything.” He interprets the continued surveillance as a wrong perpetuated by
the U.S. military and suggests that those behind it will eventually answer to God. In fact,
this man’s religious beliefs may be his only defense against the invading forces.
Media produced post-9/11 have repeatedly portrayed Afghan people through a “villain
frame.” Mainstream American movies such as American Sniper and Zero Dark Thirty put
all Middle East countries into one undifferentiated mass. Audiences this become
accustomed to perceiving Middle Eastern people as villains and a threat to the United
States. Johnson’s film depicts the people of Afghanistan through a different perspective,
one that is more joyful and ordinary, and – crucially – plays them out to be the victim
instead by introducing this blimp that haunts them from the sky. By showcasing the
blimp in her short film, she draws attention to how the people of Kabul are victims of
unending surveillance from the United States.
This reframing also foregrounds the precarious situation of the Afghan people.
Afghanistan has been affected by war and conflict for over thirty years, leading to
severe environmental degradation that leaves little remaining forest or productive
agricultural land. Like many nations in the Global South, Afghanistan’s options toward
sustainable economic development are hindered by legacies of violent conflict and
occupation from the Global North. Although it is not the specific focus of the film, the
audience is able to see some shots of kids in a village and as well as people walking the
streets, exhibiting the exigencies of daily life in a Global South nation.
There are two main cameras at play throughout The Above: the U.S. military’s camera in
the blimp, the purpose of which can be assumed to surveil, and Johnson’s camera,
meant to document the lived experience of the people who call Kabul home. The blimp
therefore acts as symbol about the responsibilities that come with watching and
recording people. Kirsten Johnson is personally recording people in Kabul, possibly
being a disturbance, and may have to deal with backlash from those she films. By
contrast, the blimp represents a passive way to put a camera in people’s faces without
actually being in their faces. Both practices prompt the question: How ethical is it to
film people unknowingly and without allowing them to opt out?

The film ends with footage of a blimp spotted in Aberdeen, Maryland, where it is on the
lookout for potential long-range missile attacks. A military spokesperson claims that
there are no cameras on board and that it is only there for protection of American
citizens. The blimp in Kabul was invasive and caused distress to the common people.
Without any reactions from the people in Aberdeen, it is up to the audience to interpret
the impact of this blimp. Should we be concerned? Given the limited classified
information about this blimp, and this scene being placed at the end of the film, one
can assume that at least Johnson questions the true motives of this blimp over
American land.
The director provides her footage with no narration and only brief expository text
explaining the context of the footage and the blimp. The only human voice comes from
a single man discussing the religious implications of the situation. Instead, Johnson
mostly allows the imagery and environment to stand on its own. The lack of solid
answers can be frustrating for the viewer. But, in this way, we can more easily feel the
frustrations of the people who have to look up at the blimp each day, unable to do
anything about this thing that has real impact on their daily lives. The Above thus forces
us to question the necessity of such a practice and consider the real psychological cost
that comes as a result. The film raises some pressing questions: What is the purpose of
continuing to surveil the people of Kabul? What are the implications of the second
military blimp flying over Maryland? Why is the existence of such blimps unknown to so
many Americans? Part of Johnson’s point is that there are no easy or definitive answers,
and the film does not try to find them. However, raising these questions and thinking
through the concepts of surveillance, villain framing, and the Global South, offer further
critical insights into the imagery that The Above presents.

