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Abstract 
As part of the twentieth anniversary edition of Surveillance & Society, chief editors Torin Monahan and David Murakami Wood 
asked two of the founding co-editors, Kirstie Ball and Steve Graham, for the reflections on how the journal was founded, its 
contribution of surveillance studies, the challenges facing the field, and where they think it is going next. Kirstie and Steve met in 
Autumn 2022 for the discussion and what follows represents their conversation. 
 

How did Surveillance & Society emerge, and how was its community brought together? 

STEVE: I think the crucial thing was the event in Hull that Clive Norris organised.  

KIRSTIE: It was 2000. Do you mean the seminar series or the conference? 

STEVE: There was a conference in Hull. A seminal event where the community really did come together 
in a way. I think before that, there were probably elements of different groups that knew each other. I knew 
David (MW) because he was in Newcastle and I think we’d been in touch with each other perhaps by email. 

KIRSTIE: There was an ESRC seminar series, so that conference in Hull in 2000 was the culmination of 
an ESRC seminar series that Clive put together. That conference was where we decided to start the journal. 
It was in September 1999 when the ESRC seminar series started. My connection to it was when I was an 
ESRC Management Research Fellow, you and Clive were on the Radio 4 Today programme talking about 
CCTV. It was April 26th, 1997 (this is the kind of memory I have).  

STEVE: CCTV and the Surveillance Society.  

KIRSTIE: I think it was about 8:30 a.m. I used to keep a notebook by my bed, how you always do 
sometimes if you have an idea in the middle of the night. I immediately wrote down your names. I went to 
work that day determined to contact you both. It was a time when we didn’t email each other because that 
was considered a little bit too intrusive (!), so I rang you, and you didn’t answer the phone. Then I noticed 
on your university webpage you had an email address, but I thought, “No, no, no. I don’t know this person, 
I can’t email them.”  
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Then I rang Clive. Amazingly, he was in his office, and we were probably on the phone for about half an 
hour. He told me he was going to put an application in for an ESRC seminar series on surveillance and 
would I be interested in joining? I said yes. I sent him a paper I’d written from my Ph.D. Never heard a 
thing from him about it! Never mind. Then I just carried on with my postdoc and I ended up moving to 
Warwick Business School. One day the phone rang, I picked it up, and it was Clive’s voice saying, “Kirstie 
Ball you are impossible to get hold of but we’ve got this seminar series and it starts in September. Are you 
in?” Again, I said yes. And so the first one was September 1999 in Hull. At that meeting David Lyon spoke. 

STEVE: I remember the journey to Hull. 

KIRSTIE: And I met you then. 

STEVE: I didn’t know David Wood that well. The first time I really met him was on the train. 

KIRSTIE: And at that meeting there was also Roy Boyne (RIP), David Wood, there was Clive Norris, there 
was Alison Wakefield, now a Professor of Security Studies at the University of West London, Gareth Palmer 
from Salford, Steve Wright who at the time was working at Omega Foundation, Tony Bunyan from 
Statewatch, and David Lyon, among others 

STEVE: Was Charles Raab there? (That’s the kind of memory I have!) 

KIRSTIE: No, I don’t think Charles Raab was there initially. We hadn’t met him yet, that was a little bit 
later on. We were all sitting there in the bar of the Portland Hotel in Hull and waiting for David Lyon to 
arrive. And everyone was asking, “how will we know it’s David Lyon?” I’d found a photograph of him 
online and said, “he’s got a big beard!” And sure enough, he walked in and we all went (silently), “that’s 
him—big beard.” He came over to us and that was it, we all started talking. The next memory of it for me 
was the seminar. The next day I remember that we all sat round a big wooden table in a really traditional 
room. Do you remember that?  

STEVE: Yes! 

KIRSTIE: David Lyon’s talk was inspirational and at the end he gave me his card, which I was thrilled by. 
After that, there was a seminar every couple of months, each one addressing an element of surveillance. 
Then we got to that conference in 2000, which was amazing and was where we decided to start Surveillance 
& Society.  

STEVE: Yeah, yeah. I’m trying to remember the other seminars as well. Was there one in Birmingham? 

KIRSTIE: No, that was myself and Frank Webster in 2002. There was also an event at Liverpool John 
Moores University in 1998, which produced the jiscmail list, started by Nicole Matthews. The ESRC 
seminars were all in Hull. There was the one that you did in Manchester with Simon Marvin—“Cities as 
Strategic Sites”— that was an important one. It was at that point where we realised the conferences could 
support the journal, and we began the bi-annual conference. 2004 in Sheffield was the first one, but your 
Manchester event was the precursor to that.  
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One thing I would also like to acknowledge is the amount of work undertaken to establish the journal and 
SSN as an organization. It was a collective effort to complete all of the paperwork and send it all between 
us for it to be signed. Clive and I even wrote a first-person ethnography from the perspective of one of the 
forms involved, which (thankfully) has not seen the light of day since. We had to become company directors 
and comply with the UK Companies Act. We had to learn how to do an annual report and accounts, run 
AGMs, have membership models, and set up payment software in very clunky ways in order to be legally 
compliant. I managed to get us free legal advice on the Trusteeworks pro bono scheme for charities and did 
Company Secretary training! Nilz Zurwaski and Laurie Nicholls did a huge amount of work on the software 
and payments side too. We did all of this alongside our jobs. It was a huge effort. We had to have a portfolio 
of evidence for our application, including DVD copies of our TV appearances (thanks to Mike Wright for 
producing the DVDs). I remember the Charity Commission querying one of SSN’s objectives, which was 
to “encourage debate and dissent about surveillance.” The word “dissent” caused them to think that we were 
political, which charities cannot be. It took some convincing otherwise. I see that the word “dissent” has 
now gone from the journal description and SSN objectives. 

What was happening at the time? Why did we find surveillance so compelling? 

STEVE: I think CCTV looms large because there was interest in the UK as the pre-eminent CCTV society. 
CCTV was growing so quickly in the UK. There were huge investments in public CCTV systems, which 
had not really been seen before and obviously there was a proliferation of private ones as well. There was a 
huge upsurge in media interest and everybody was talking how Britain was the “surveillance society” par 
excellence and how we had more cameras per capita than anyone else. This fed Clive’s amazing research, 
his research project that led to the highly influential The Maximum Surveillance Society book in 1998 (Clive 
and Armstrong 1998). Certainly, my initial focus was on the politics and geographies of public CCTV 
systems and the way that the UK was an early exemplar of the wiring up of public CCTV systems. That was 
certainly one of the lightning conductors I think that brought some of us together, Clive, myself, perhaps 
others as well. 

KIRSTIE: There was an interesting nexus between geography, sociology, and criminology. 

STEVE: Yes, there was an emerging, interdisciplinary literature (for example, Roy Coleman’s work). 
David Lyon had been writing about broader questions in this sociological treatise, and his Electronic Eye 
(1994) book was hugely important as a wider catalyst of surveillance studies. Clive’s work looms really 
large here, too, obviously, because his was the first really in-depth anthropological and ethnographic 
empirical analysis of situated practice in CCTV control rooms. This allowed us to get beyond generalist, 
essentialist, technologically determinist (and apocalyptic!) readings of the influences of public CCTV in 
practice.  

KIRSTIE: Mike McCahill’s work on shopping centres was also important.  

STEVE: And then it became a much more international debate. United States connections came in on the 
politics of urban fortressing and fragmentation (Mike Davis and Steven Flusty, for example). As public 
CCTV systems sprang up all over the world, much more literature emerged beyond the UK (much of it 
published in Surveillance & Society). But the UK literature was really pioneering because the wiring up of 
the UK with public CCTV systems was so dramatic, so quick, and so central to public policy and funding 
regimes. This was to do with anxieties and moral panics about public space and crime and disorder and the 
nature of British cities. So, I think that’s a big part of it from my (pretty terrible!) memory. There are other 
things as well. I’m sure you probably remember them well. 

KIRSTIE: There was the murder of the three-year-old boy, James Bulger, in Liverpool (in 1993). This was 
one of those trigger crimes—a really major moment—where the last known image of James Bulger was the 
(then very grainy) CCTV image. The image became the symbol of the alleged deterioration of public 
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security in British cities and was used by many media commentators to justify the radical extension of public 
CCTV systems. 

STEVE: This was a classic moral panic wasn’t it?  

KIRSTIE: Yes. But it’s also important to stress that wider context in terms of urban development and 
public space management was dominated by new types of public-private partnerships. There was always 
some entrepreneur in the middle of it and selling the idea of CCTV as a silver bullet to rid urban public 
space of crime—and to allow city and town centres to compete with the private, enclosed malls that were 
proliferating in suburbs at the time. 

STEVE: There was a lot of investment in public-private partnerships on the urban regeneration side in the 
UK at that time. And those were very much fuelling CCTV because there was a sense of you demarcating 
your space—which is what I was working on with the book with Simon Marvin, Splintering Urbanism 
(2001). Developers of new partnerships, new urban regeneration zones, business parks, tech districts, retail 
zones, and so on were keen to demarcate their space, to separate and externalise the wider city through 
security measures, through surveillance measures. 

KIRSTIE: For me, the key early catalyst was intensifying surveillance practices within call centres or the 
automated office. That’s where I came into it. In the workplace, the computerisation debate rests on the 
mechanisation debate and deskilling thesis, which is classic work sociology. It refers to the use of computers 
to monitor what people were doing when. There’s a real range of management practices surrounding it, 
some were more intrusive than others. The original studies examined employee stress and stress-based 
outcomes, musculoskeletal disorders and so on. And that’s where my Ph.D. was initially going to focus. But 
then I discovered the Electronic Eye by David Lyon (1994) and started to see the historical context and 
connections that surrounded these trends. And that wider historical and sociological approach opened up 
those critical perspectives on surveillance and enabled me to see connections to surveillance in other 
domains. There was a corresponding critical turn in organization studies at the time as well.  

STEVE: The Electronic Eye (Lyon 1994) is such a crucial book and in so many ways. It was a really wide-
ranging, theoretically informed, critical international perspective covering so many aspects of surveillance 
that no one had really done before, which obviously was so seminal in bringing the discipline into being. 

KIRSTIE: I think what’s good about it is that it is historically interesting. I think that David Lyon would 
say himself that, whilst he has this broad contribution and this very reflective, deeply theoretical historical 
perspective, he wouldn’t necessarily do the empirical work. What that book did was catalytic: to start people 
in many different disciplines thinking, “what if I could drill down into this angle and explore some of these 
phenomena empirically?” Then the surveillance studies unit of analysis began to emerge. You’re also 
bringing to bear the many different disciplinary perspectives by constructing arguments from evidence 
around the phenomenon itself.  

The importance of effective interdisciplinary conversations. 

KIRSTIE: I think the interdisciplinary identities prevalent in surveillance studies are very interesting. I am 
still not sure where I fit in! Surveillance is a fundamental organizing principle that intersects with many of 
the big social science variables that we each have a view on: trust, risk, discrimination, exclusion, inclusion, 
power, globalisation, social ordering, accountability, transparency, ethics, regulation, governance, 
politics—all kinds of things. Surveillance studies is then made up of people from all across the social 
sciences, humanities, arts, law, and beyond. We all have our home disciplines, but we step out of our 
disciplines to engage with our surveillance colleagues from across the social sciences. As surveillance 
scholars, we need to be reflexive upon our disciplinary location but also very aware of what the other 
disciplines are doing and how we need to communicate with them. We need to know what each other brings 
and what we do too—how what we are saying from our own disciplinary standpoint relates to that of others, 
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what our sources of explanation are, what theoretical and methodological traditions are at play, etc. Has the 
importance of interdisciplinary conversations ever come to your mind Steve? 

STEVE: From the outset, those seminars were profoundly interdisciplinary and that sort of set the tone for 
whatever’s happened since. I always feel that the key questions in the social sciences, in the humanities, 
social theory, the arts, law, you know, they’re always at the intersections of ten, fifteen, twenty “siloed” 
disciplines. So, personally, I think it’s absolutely pivotal to get out of the silos of traditional social science 
disciplines, to have any chance of coming to grips with the multifaceted complexities of these things. And 
there’s been an incredibly rich series of interdisciplinary dialogues ever since, really. (Personally, like many 
scholars who have worked in these fields, I’ve got three degrees in three different disciplines, and so have 
always seen these points as axiomatic). 

KIRSTIE: Yes, so have I!  

STEVE: I think that might apply to quite a lot of us! I have to work in a geography context or planning 
context. But you know, I’m an urbanist interested in socio-technical questions and mobility and 
infrastructural questions and issues surrounding intersections of social practice and urban materiality. So, 
yes, that’s inevitably profoundly interdisciplinary and that applies to all of our agendas. 

KIRSTIE: Yeah, it’s interesting. Interdisciplinary conversations sometimes don’t work. What do you think 
was effective about the interdisciplinary conversations we have had, because they manifestly have worked. 

STEVE: I think the crucial crossovers are that the underlying foundations are compatible. Sometimes I’ve 
tried to work with more traditional and conservative engineering colleagues, and sometimes I find that very 
problematic because the paradigms that fundamentally underpin our work are actually in many ways totally 
contradictory. The sort of techno-positivist paradigms, where the social world is something you address ten 
minutes before you submit your paper, that are common in mainstream engineering debates are 
fundamentally at odds with the worlds that were informing Surveillance & Society. The latter is very much 
socially constructivist, very much informed by critical cultural and social theory, and very much looking at 
power dynamics, justice, and biases and taking on the STS traditions about the politics of artefacts and the 
politics and histories of socio-technical systems and so on. I think that was fundamental. We all draw heavily 
from Foucault’s work and it’s obviously going to be hugely seminal and central—especially Discipline and 
Punish (1977)—especially in terms of questions of disciplinary societies and the histories of Western 
societies. I think there’s a lot of common ground, and David Lyon’s work worked to bring the common 
ground together. 

KIRSTIE: It’s a very interesting point you make about the technical incompatibility of social science with 
the technicist or techno-positivist approaches…. 

STEVE: …Although there are radical and critical engineers who are informed by critical social sciences, 
and they tend to be much more reflective, the dominant ethos tends to be this: There’s a materialist world 
out there that objectively can be researched in a quantitative way, and social “factors” can be treated at the 
end of the analysis (in what I would argue is often a really reductionist way).  

KIRSTIE: Yes, and much of this research is done to people rather than with people.  

STEVE: Yes, where fully social humans are almost absent from the paradigms!  

KIRSTIE: I do think also that that intersection with the less critical elements gave us the impetus with 
Surveillance & Society to really cement the journal and really develop the journal. There were a number of 
moments in its history where we did run into trouble slightly, for example, with the Liquor Control Board 
of Ontario (LCBO). There was a paper we published about their use of IBM Hollerith machines to monitor 
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the alcohol consumption of their customers, and they took great offence to that and very nearly got us in 
trouble. And then there was another point where Newcastle owned the journal and they wanted to sell it.  

STEVE: There was pressure, as always, from universities to perhaps monetise and commercialise the 
intellectual assets that S&S created. However, I might say I do remember there was a sense that the journal 
and the events and so on were being surveilled and probably still are. There were always members of Special 
Branch in attendance at the early conferences. You could see them a mile off, sitting at the back looking 
bored in their suits. It was quite comical really. But there was a profound sense that people who work 
critically on these questions do come under scrutiny from local and national international security agencies, 
of course they do. 

KIRSTIE: I think that was part of the impetus for us to set up our boundaries a little bit more securely 
where we did have a business model. We had the Surveillance Studies Network organisation set up as a 
private company and as a charity to protect ourselves, so we could limit our personal liability for any of the 
journal’s content. And then I think the key moment was the UK Information Commissioner’s report on the 
Surveillance Society in 2006. That really gave the impetus to the journal. It gave it money. It also gave it an 
identity as well because of the widespread media coverage.  

At that point I noticed that surveillance as a concept and as an idea really started to have legitimacy as a 
contemporary phenomenon. Lots more people could relate to it, lots more people were engaging with it, 
particularly in the policy world. And now it’s even in the in the commercial world, and people are engaging 
with it as well. So, I think the ICO report gave the concept a little bit more currency. 

STEVE: The ICO report really gave the SSN an identity that hadn’t been there before. It really put it on the 
map, I think, this collaborative group of scholars from different disciplines, and especially through your 
work and David’s work. It made a huge media splash as well, which is really important. 

KIRSTIE: Yes, it was an interesting time. I’m grateful we that had the opportunity to do that. 

STEVE: I can’t believe it was sixteen years ago! 

What is the contribution of surveillance studies? 

KIRSTIE: Should we turn to the intellectual element? What are the main intellectual turns in surveillance 
studies? What are our contributions and what are our key moments, I wonder, intellectually? 

STEVE: I think a key one quite early on was the whole idea of post-Foucauldian surveillance studies, in 
the sense that the paradigms of surveillance studies that drew on Foucault and his concept of disciplinary 
societies were basically visual. So, there were big debates—and this was partly sparked by that famous 1990 
essay by Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control.” In this, he was talking very powerfully 
about the need to look beyond Foucault’s concept of disciplinary societies to address contemporary worlds 
where you have embedded sensors, embedded software, and embedded computerised systems that that don’t 
operate according to those traditions of visual surveillance with human oversight. This was a big initial 
intellectual debate and it’s obviously still ongoing in various forms. A key concern is whether the essentially 
visual word surveillance is appropriate in those contexts dominated by ubiquitous intelligence, artificial 
intelligence, machine learning algorithms, platform capitalism, and all the rest of it. Is the visual metaphor 
still appropriate? Some people would say no, actually. So, there’s a really interesting set of debates there 
about what surveillance means in a post-Foucauldian sense, drawing on Deleuze. 

KIRSTIE: I think there is still room for that visual metaphor but used in a different way. Whilst we might 
think of the original idea of surveillance as being the few watching the many and exposing them to scrutiny, 
when you look at the diffusion of surveillance practices through things like Internet of Things (IoT) 
distributed computing, obviously databases, you can’t really “see” those algorithms. How can you actually 
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see what is going on? A visual metaphor still applies though because all of this is hidden, surveillance 
capacity sinks into the background, which makes it obfuscated. It’s opaque. Surveillant phenomena now 
aren’t presenting as surveillant in the way that CCTV did. 

STEVE: Absolutely. In the politics of societies that are continually animated and sorted by unknowably 
complex and distanciated worlds of hidden software, there’s always these questions about accountability, 
inequality, transparency, and legal and jurisdictional control, because this is very opaque and slippery, as 
you say. Many of these systems are deeply obfuscated, by definition, and the politics of the artefacts and 
their animating code are not at all obvious or exposed to critical scrutiny. And sometimes people will not 
even be aware that they’re being subject to these systems in terms of the effects on their life chances, their 
economic chances, the degree of social inclusion or exclusion, and so on (call queuing software offers an 
example). One of the things I wrote about in what I called software-sorted societies was that there is this 
absolute sense of invisibility to so many of these things. And the challenges of penetrating the code and the 
algorithm and its politics is still an incredibly powerful and difficult question. 

KIRSTIE: There’s a materialism inherent in what you’re saying: breaking things open, hacking them, using 
those kinds of ideas that are very much beyond the visual. 

STEVE: This problem leads us to questions of hacktivism with the various big whistle blowing events, you 
know, Edward Snowden and WikiLeaks, and the Panama Papers, and so on. What happened there was that 
the lid was lifted on some of these things in a really dramatic way, particularly in the globe-spanning 
surveillant activities of the United States National Security Agency’s PRISM project. The degree of the data 
capture, data fusion, and algorithmically driven sifting and sorting that was exposed as a key foundation of 
global information capitalism was revelatory. I think in social and human rights movements, critical legal 
work, in activism, hacktivism and the media arts, there’s therefore a complex and wider politics of counter-
surveillance, sousveillance, counterhegemonic surveillance—call it what you will—which, again, has 
sustained a life-long series of debates in the journal. 

KIRSTIE: So, what were the types of concepts we mentioned? Materialism, as well as visual metaphors? 

STEVE: Actor-network theory comes in here, as do the so-called new materialism and new vitalism in 
social theory, the study of human and non-human assemblages, “cyborganisation”—there are various 
different strands. On the consumption and sociocultural side, concepts like platform capitalism, geolocative 
media, and the attention economy have also been important. 

KIRSTIE: Recent legal scholarship talks about attentional privacy (for example, James Williams’ 2018 
book Stand Out of Our Light [a visual metaphor, note!]) and also attempts to develop concepts of group 
privacy, moving beyond the individual perspective. These are ideas that draw on philosophical notions of 
autonomy, freedom of thought, and the philosophy of rights that really are helpful. 

STEVE: I think also the way these algorithmic systems are driving social and political polarisation within 
the attention economy of contemporary digital media systems is now startlingly apparent. This is because 
such systems algorithmically channel selected content based on initial consumer preferences and behaviour 
(the famous “rabbit hole” concept). It is really problematic and you know it’s a changing media ecology. At 
the heart of that is the way algorithmic systems are basically perpetuating people’s attention economies in 
really disturbing ways that are at the root of certainly some of the far-right mobilisations in the US and 
elsewhere. 

KIRSTIE: This has always been at the root of capitalism: information flow and information exploitation 
has always been part of capitalism(s). I don’t necessarily think that that that this is a new form of capitalism, 
but it’s certainly a more granular, invasive, intrusive, mobile, and personalised form. There is a body politic 
about it. And it’s kind of reconstituting and remediating people’s connections with the world, that sense of 
the world and what’s true. It’s really problematic.  
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STEVE: In a way, it undermines questions of the supposed veracity of information sources, in terms of 
truth claims and the way that post-truth mediatization is obviously fuelled by these leaks, these systems. 
Already-frayed and faltering notions of liberal democracy are often totally incompatible with these media 
ecologies. Indeed, a lot of the far-right and libertarian political theorists that are driving these things want 
to take down liberal democracy. And that’s what the Alt-Right is all about. It’s about problematising and 
violently imploding the system of liberal democratic nation states and replacing them through with 
increasingly granular and libertarian enclaves, technical enclaves linked to geographic place and sustained 
by new media platforms and cryptocurrencies. There are elements of accelerationism, neo-reactionary 
movements, and anti-orthodox, hyper-libertarian economic theory. (The latter ideology has even filtered 
into the UK Government’s utterly disastrous economic policies.) Such movements are deliberately 
disruptive; they are deliberately trying to break great things apart violently through fomenting right-wing 
culture wars and a sense of grievance. 

What are the challenges facing surveillance studies now? 

KIRSTIE: We have had some moments where it has really come together for us and things have 
accelerated. It’s been amazing to witness. What are the current challenges? 

STEVE: Digitised media are so widespread, so multifaceted, and so ubiquitous now. They have, in a sense, 
become society. And I think perhaps the term surveillance just occurs less and less as these things have 
become normalised and banalised. They have become our socio-technical, socio-cultural, and socio-political 
worlds, and surveillance is probably less common as a metaphor and as a concept in many of the debates 
here. This is partly because, as we said, the concept has a visual origin which is much less relevant to 
digitised, globalised societies. 

KIRSTIE: I suppose it’s a double-edged sword, isn’t it? I think most people who go online now are maybe 
quite aware of the kind of surveillance that they are under. People curate their profiles on different social 
media in a particular way so that it disrupts the idea of a single, polished data double. A lot of people are 
very thoughtful about what they post and where they share it, curating their exposure on multiple platforms 
simultaneously.  

STEVE: Indeed. They have multiple data selves, and it’s very performative. 

KIRSTIE: I suppose the question then becomes where are the new sites of contestation? Because, at the 
end of the day, surveillance assemblages are moving and changing constantly—not that there is just one, 
obviously there’s many and there’s many in different areas of life. The platforms are extremely fluid and 
malleable. They are run by essentially data-generating and data harvesting organisations that seek to gain 
economic power through the financialization of data and the provision of information to others, shaping 
what people do and dominating, and monetising, the attention economy. But because of this continual 
transformation, and the transnational and even global scope of key media platforms these days, new sites of 
contestation emerge. There have to be—from tiny pieces of hardware to alternative commons-based 
approaches to international politics.  

STEVE: In authoritarian states, the contestations are pretty clear. Around China and Hong Kong 
increasingly, there are these intersections between highly centralised authoritarian states trying to extend 
digital control, to sometimes shut down or tightly curtail and manage these global media ecologies. 
Sometimes they are more or less successful, sometimes they’re not. But in a profound sense of contestation, 
these systems of surveillance open up new visions of what societies have become because of the politics of 
new exposures and new visualities.  

All attempts at control are inevitably porous and contestable. I always use the example of the Bahrain 
uprising in 2011. Bahrain is an island city state that’s being reorganised by the Sunni minority elite of rulers 
who are geographically essentially terraforming a hugely polarised new country with lots of highly lucrative 
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real estate on the new land built around the island. This new geography only became powerfully, glaringly 
obvious to the Shia majority who are living in cramped conditions in the cities when they were confronted 
by a striking Google Earth image of the new country. It was the Google Earth image that politicised the 
uprising. So again sousveillance, counter-surveillance, comes into relevance. In another example, the 
surveillance apparatuses of national security states—spy and surveillance satellites—also open up areas of 
contestation in unforeseen ways. A global community of satellite spotters work to track these satellites, even 
though they’re not even supposed to exist. The routes of spy satellites have even been routed around places 
where such activists are especially active!  

The Future of the Field 

STEVE: One thing to be explored is the perhaps the role of Big Tech in society more generally. Big Tech 
moguls now have such vast wealth and power: their wealth and power come from effectively running 
hegemonic or near-monopolistic platform capitalist systems and the surveillance systems that dominated 
the global attention economy. I do think it’s quite disturbing the way those men (and they always are men) 
are embracing these Alt-Right antidemocratic ideologies, post-democratic ideologies. They’re promulgating 
them, and they’re selling this discourse of elite escape from the climate emergency and the biospheric 
degrations of the Anthropocene through so-called sea-steading (the construction of new, libertarian, island 
city states), space colonisation, and the like. Peter Thiel, the co-founder of Paypal and Palintir technologies, 
for example, is selling the idea of deconstructing liberal democracy to allow socio-technical elites to escape 
into a new archipelago of libertarian micro states—a future utopia (or dystopia, depending on your politics). 
And I think that’s something we need to say more about in critical social science. Looking at the broader 
ways in which Big Tech—and its global political economy and cultural and political power—is reshaping 
global society. It’s really important but understudied and underappreciated (Roger Burrows’ work is 
important here). 

KIRSTIE: Just look at the recent interactions between Elon Musk and Volodymir Zelensky. Musk first 
tried to tell Zelenksy to negotiate with Russia and is now threatening to remove satellite internet support for 
Ukraine’s war effort. What world orders are being created through this concentration of power? 

STEVE: There are levels of wealth and power concentration around the Big Tech moguls that are just quite 
mind boggling really. And, of course, this just reveals the naïve absurdities of all those nineties 
communitarian and Californian post-hippie “cyberspace” ideologies that ICTs were going to liberate 
through essentially democratic social and community movements, which would undermine centralised 
power. Such visions look fancifully absurd from the current standpoint, as does all of the green rhetoric 
about cyberspace, about the way the “information society” would necessarily bring into being some utopian, 
sustainable society too. All these things look deeply naive from the current perspective! 

KIRSTIE: The idea that that information is free is flawed. Information can’t be divorced from the political 
economies of the underpinning capitalist information infrastructures that actually make all that happen.  

STEVE: I would also say that the surveillant practices of national security states have also not been 
addressed enough. There is some great work in the journal about, you know, national security, state 
surveillance, but not enough, in my opinion. 

KIRSTIE: We also need to see more work on militarisation and the militarisms. I sense a groundswell of 
work in disciplines such as international relations, communication studies, and critical security studies 
around this. But again, that’s just getting going, partly because it’s so difficult to study, it’s so opaque, it’s 
so unstable, and there’s so many weird alliances you never even surface. A new military industrial complex, 
which is so much broader and enables so many more people to be mobilised. That has to be in there. 

STEVE: And a lot of this is about fusions of the big corporate moguls, big corporate techno-companies 
working in alliance with the national security state (Palintir is a good example). 
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KIRSTIE: … Even beginning to advise them on threat levels and response protocols and all sorts of things. 

STEVE: In the worlds of highly neoliberalised states and supranational blocks, which are widely based on 
privatisation and the increasing encroachment of big capital (and the digitally focused arms of defence 
industrial corporations) into “public” sectors, increasingly it is private capital that is essentially running 
large parts of states. They are running big chunks of previously civilian programmes, in ways that echo 
some of the histories of the Cold War. The likes of Raytheon, Palantir is doing a lot of really quite deep 
work on artificial intelligence-based surveillance. So that would be one thing I would stress.  

KIRSTIE: I think there’s probably about fifty things in that! This is again an interdisciplinary 
conversation—we end where we began—which needs to happen and is currently, I think, in a few niches 
around the social sciences. It could really do with coming together. 

STEVE: Yes. The other point is that the art worlds and the activism worlds, hugely complex and contested 
and influential, are inadequately represented in social science-based surveillance studies. Crossovers 
between these worlds and critical social science are probably not adequately developed. 

KIRSTIE: And it’s not enough to say, “hey, look at these fantastic artists.” Actually, it’s about generative 
collaboration. I wonder also if there are any useful reflections about methods because, again, we were all 
classically social science trained and now there’s so much more that methodologically that’s possible: 
critical code analysis, visual methods, geomedia of various types, hacktivism, radically local and embodied 
perspectives such as care ethics. 

STEVE: There is a huge issue that social scientists are generally not trained in the rapidly advancing, 
technologically changing the fields. So, it’s increasingly hard, I think, to keep tabs on these things without 
having some partnership with people who have those backgrounds. It will have to come from those 
backgrounds that feature more critical perspectives. 

Conclusions  

And with these observations, our conversation came to a close. We understand that what we said above 
represents our own views and experiences, and we are privileged to be able to express them here. Having 
referred to the male authorship of early works in the field, we would also critically reflect upon the fact that 
surveillance studies is now more diverse a field—not only in terms of academic disciplines but also in terms 
of the way it has embraced scholars of differing ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and nationality—than 
it has ever been. As a reader, you will have your own reflections, memories, and motivations. Setting up 
Surveillance & Society was a labour of love and closely intertwined with our own career development and, 
ultimately, friendships. The five original editors—David MW, David L, Clive, Steve, and Kirstie—pursued 
the journal because it felt right at the time, and we each look back on it with affection. As one of the world’s 
first truly open access academic journals, it represented the way in which we would rather things be done: 
away from publishing house commodification as much as possible, focusing on interdisciplinary endeavours 
and a commitment to enhancing scholarship around one of the fundamental socio-technical phenomena of 
our times. Surveillance scholars the world over can be proud of the constructive, collaborative approach that 
we take to our conversations, and the journal represents just that. It is important that Surveillance & Society 
remains independent, interdisciplinary, and incisively critical and we must all work to keep it that way. 
Thanks for reading. 
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