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This article interrogates the relationship between
technology and law enforcement and how changing
police surveillance techniques have influenced Western
expectations of privacy from the mid-19th century to
the present. By examining the evolution of telecommu-
nications devices in particular, the author identifies a
diffuse and publicly inclusive system of collaborative
data mining maintained by private citizens—a culture
of wikisurveillance—as being a technologically deter-
mined consequence of police reforms made in 1829
Britain. From the now extinct police signal box to mod-
ern AMBER alerts, technology allows the police to be
divested of their public presence as mechanical sur-
veillance responsibilities are willingly usurped by pri-
vate enterprise and largely unaccountable civilians
who collectively coauthor and codify the occidental
discourse on privacy. As public and private spaces
alike become increasingly subject to internal, unregu-
lated monitoring that mimics the police methodology,
this article explores the origins of our present zeitgeist
of mediated voyeurism.
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On December 21, 1910, four members of the then
Royal Northwest Mounted Police were dispatched
from Fort McPherson to the even more remote Dawson
City to deliver some time-sensitive federal documents
and other goods—they never arrived. The summarily
assembled foursome have since been dubbed “the lost
patrol” (North, 1978), with the frozen cadavers of
Inspector Francis Fitzgerald, Constables George
Kinney and Richard Taylor, and Special Constable
Samuel Carter being discovered in the subarctic ice

only a short distance from their intended destination 
by March 22, 1911. What exactly occurred remains
unclear, but Fitzgerald’s final notebook entries suggest
that they had become increasingly disoriented in the
whiteout conditions sometime around January 17, with
the expedition sealing their fate by turning back around
into the same blizzard that had since covered their
tracks, a decision that abruptly transformed what
should have been a simple bureaucratic operation into a
horrific polar death march. In their final days, they were
forced to slay and eat their sled dogs in an attempt to
fight off starvation, only to inevitably freeze to death in
the merciless darkness of the Canadian north. The sole
exception was Taylor, who it seems eschewed any fur-
ther agony by hastening his death with a self-inflicted
gunshot to the head.

Nearly a century later, on the other side of the conti-
nent, on the night of February 18, 2005, the crowd out-
side an Austin, Texas, nightclub evacuated because of
fire would become incensed and turn on police attend-
ing the scene of the blaze when, through the driver-side
window of an unoccupied patrol vehicle parked out
front, patrons watched as the caption “burn baby
burn” lingered in the instant messaging field of the
cruiser’s in-car mobile data terminal (Phillips, 2005).
The Midtown nightclub had been both a key institution
in the city’s Black community and a thorn in the side of
local police from its inception, and with further collo-
quial and computer-mediated editorials from officers
suggesting that the plumes of smoke were somehow
carrying “the smell of victory,” the very real nature of
this vitriol was displayed in real time for all to witness.

From technological deprivation to depravity, dere-
liction to decadence, these nonfictional anecdotes,
although extreme, punctuate two notable periods in
the timeline of police technology and effectively
underscore how communication in policing, by its



very nature, is never devoid of a greater social con-
text. From the hapless Mounties’ inability to summon
help or navigate their route, to the subverting of tech-
nologies designed for these very reasons among 21st-
century Texans, advancements in police operational
devices consistently encompass what Leo Marx
(1964) would no doubt posit as technological deter-
minism at its most prolific: the collective shaping of
human history and culture by our machines.

These historical accounts also serve as a binary
primer on the rise of policing as a technological indus-
try that has transformed Althuser’s (1971) Ideological
State Apparatus into the more palpable “technical
apparatus” (Ellul, 1964, p. 101) of the police as we
know them today. Police tactics, practices, and their
systemic culture of surveillance amount first and fore-
most to the sum of those inventions that pervade con-
temporary society, and, as I argue here, changes in
police technology have perturbed not only how the
public access and react to but also mimic police sur-
veillance devices. In this article, drawing on my nearly
10 years of law enforcement experience as both a
detective and patrol officer, I argue that the irony of
technological determinism in Western law enforce-
ment rests in the fact that although technology creates
distance between the police and the public, allowing
all police activities to go “undercover” so to speak,
technology also allows the public to increasingly par-
take in the surveillance activities of the state while sub-
verting expectations and definitions of their own
privacy. Thus, with occidental culture, through the
tenets of late capitalism, espousing what William
Staples (2000) sees as the “democratization of surveil-
lance” (p. 155), public and private interests converge
through a phenomenon I call wikisurveillance, or the
veritable end of privacy as we acquiesce to the trou-
bling truism that Orwell was wrong, that “[t]here is no
Big Brother…we are him” (p. 153).

I define wikisurveillance as the manner in which
the community at large has been enamored with or
has at least acceded to the idea of watching, record-
ing, and reporting and even to the expectation or
exhibitionism of being watched as the new de facto
social contract for the postindustrial age. Ergo, the
computing neologism wiki seems to be an appropri-
ate prefix to denote and describe this golden age of
voyeurism in which we presently live, because not
unlike any open-source wiki-based text that is osten-
sibly inclusive and publicly accessible and modifi-
able in its design, the commercial surveillance
technologies that define the new historicism of
Western media have fostered an age of consensual

and collaborative spying and reporting that is as
much about scribing a composite narrative on actuar-
ial risk management as it is “an epidemic of distrust”
(Lind, 2007).

As we, the denizens of this self-policing “risk
society” (Ericson & Haggerty, 1997), go on to col-
lectively and indiscriminately pen the requiem for
once valued and rightfully expected tenets of privacy
in the form of both corporate and private data mining,
ubiquitous electronic surveillance, mobile phone
videography, Facebook cultism, and other insidious
and largely for-profit technologies distilled from the
hegemonic law enforcement tradition, we find that
the construct of “system rights” (Ericson & Haggerty,
1997, p. 18) overrides any latent human agency or
variability. Particularly post-9/11, wikisurveillance
amounts to an open-source, collaborative, and con-
sensual culture of publicly endorsed and cooperative
watching suborned by a crucible of both corporate
interests and a defeatist “I’ve got nothing to hide”
capitulation to the dissemination of personal images
and data under the guise of “total information aware-
ness” (Solove, 2007, p. 1). As our self-perceived enti-
tlement to this “awareness” grows exponentially
through increasingly accessible and elegant technolo-
gies, this article interrogates the genealogy of law
enforcement surveillance and reporting devices over
the last 150 years. Through this interrogation, we will
come to understand the origins of wikisurveillance as
a technologically determined phenomenon and how,
like all things “wiki,” this zeitgeist of data mongering
has come to be defined by what is often unaccount-
able, unqualified, and largely anonymous informa-
tional manipulation.

I will begin, naturally, by looking at the police.
Contrary to popular belief, the police as we generally
know them today are a relatively new institution and
an industrial invention. Accredited largely to the
reforms made in 1829 by then British Home
Secretary and eventual Prime Minister, Sir Robert
Peel, the modern police force was forged from the
remnants of the ineffective “watchmen system” of
old (Wade, 1829, p. 91) as Peel sought to develop a
consistent, disciplined, uniformed, accountable, and
professional law enforcement body entrusted with
what he prophetically referred to as “the gift of ubiq-
uity” (p. 23). In other words, the newly omnipresent
and readily identifiable nature of a state-sanctioned
police would allow its officers strength in numbers,
enabling them to organize, survey, and deploy them-
selves en masse with militaristic efficiency, yet by this
same measure would in return require a newfound
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accountability and a commitment to duty in earnest to
validate and empower their authority.

Beginning with the official abolition of civilian
posses and watchmen teams in favor of Peelian police
forces in major northeastern urban centers in Canada
and the United States by the early 19th century (Wade,
1829, pp. 69-70), territoriality and jurisdiction became
key issues from the outset, as the shift from private to
public control over the integrity and responsibility of
individually owned and commercial property brought
with it questions relating to the balance of the public
good and private interests. This schism is germane
when addressing technological determinism insofar as
Peel’s use of geography in the design of the modern
police force, as circumscribing territorial and spatial
boundaries and the observation of those who occupy
these boundaries would quickly emerge as the integral
objective of efficient police work. This ability to effi-
ciently traverse and monitor populated spaces both
physically and symbolically remains one of the key
challenges in contemporary police work, as well as
one of the leading variables in driving advances in
police technology. When looking at how the police
have retained technical control over a given space in
spite of such challenges—how Peel’s gift of ubiquity
continues to operate through to the digital age—one
finds that technology is both a blessing and a burden
for the police of the contemporary metropolis.

In addressing the challenge of sustaining omnipres-
ence, either real or perceived, one might consider that
notwithstanding Peel’s frequently recited rhetoric
and litany of celebrated maxims on the purportedly
utilitarian nature of modern law enforcement, per-
haps his most substantial contribution to policing 
and his greatest legacy when looking through a tech-
nological lens was his invention of the police beat
system.

A frequently yet curiously misinterpreted concept, a
beat is in fact nothing more than a demarcated territory
or zone within a larger metropolitan area. How the pop-
ulace of a beat is in turn surveyed, policed, and gener-
ally treated by those officers assigned to its boundaries
is contingent on the perceived reality gleaned through its
geography and from the cultural narrative therein. Thus,
the “beat cop,” despite being frequently disparaged by
the public and devalued among even the police them-
selves (Morgan & Newburn, 1997, p. 102), inarguably
remains the archetypal and foundational image of the
police—the proverbial thin blue line whose consistently
conspicuous presence represents, at least in theory, that
tenuous barrier between order and chaos, stability and
unrest.

The patrol and surveillance of police beats on foot
by a regular corpus of officers, or beat cops, has his-
torically provided the public with its understanding
of the police in their role as both governmental func-
tionaries and social communicators. With the latter in
mind, however, the thin blue line becomes somewhat
ambitious and even hyperbolic in its proclamations as
the very idea of “law enforcement” in the literal sense
quickly emerged as being somewhat of a misnomer
(Morgan & Newburn, 1997, pp. 72, 86). The reason
being that, to this day, “far more contacts between the
police and the public involve an exchange of infor-
mation apparently of a non-crime and largely non-
emergency nature” regardless of who initiates first
contact, with consensual “information sharing of one
form or another” (p. 80) being the unofficial raison
d’être that has powered the modern police force from
its nascence. In this sense, “the street” in its most
basic cultural context—marketplaces, alleyways,
sidewalks, storefronts, parks, trails, and so forth—
would become the primeval surveillance medium and
would ultimately engineer the ideal conditions under
which a technocracy suborned solely by data could
one day flourish.

Unlike today, however, early industrial omnipres-
ence and surveillance would require a certain bearing
for the police in purely human terms: the friendly
neighborhood cop who in walking their beat got to
know everything about everyone, yet was somehow
nonthreatening for those who fancied themselves as
the law-abiding and generally obedient bourgeoisie.
This may also help explain why, despite the derisive
caricature of the bumbling flatfoot, “the appeal of foot
patrols is a lasting and widespread one” and one in
which “the public sets great store” (p. 97) even to this
day. Although much of this appeal may in large part be
idealistic, evoking Norman Rockwellesque images of
a simpler time, I would contend that the public’s long-
ing for this socially revisionist and technologically ret-
rograde means of officer deployment in our digital age
of driving cities and wireless everything is actually
more pragmatic than nostalgic. It speaks to the sys-
temic preference for an uninhibited and personalized
discourse and for an approachable and accessible
agent of the state who, as a sentinel for a certain qual-
ity of life, holds a role that is unperturbed by the
diminished personal investment wrought by manipu-
lated crime statistics and political wrangling over oper-
ational budgets. The foot patrol officer—the beat cop
in the most visceral and unadulterated sense—actually
represents the watershed of modern police communi-
cations and, I would argue, still enjoys an “unswerving
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admiration” (Adlam, 1981, p. 158) from the public
owing to their quite literally exemplifying communica-
tive fidelity.

Growing cities, however, along with the emergence
of heavy industry and the meteoric rise of the auto-
mobile in its wake, ensured that the commensurate
demand for police services and a pro rata increase in
the number of designated beats eventually outstripped
the ability to commit to this comparatively personal-
ized model (Morgan & Newburn, 1997, pp. 97-98). As
the police scrambled to keep pace, technology would
quickly become the “force” from whence the police
would derive their power, because not only omnipres-
ence but also omniscience became necessary to sustain
Peel’s envisaged ubiquity. As a fully mediated, all-see-
ing, and all-knowing police force became a plausible
reality of the machine age, the attrition of the traditional
foot patrol officer was expedited by what I would argue
was the first major thrust of technological determinism:
the advent of the police call box.

The call box, which was essentially indistinguish-
able from a generic telephone kiosk in many respects,
would actually predate the rise of modern telecommu-
nications, quickly revolutionizing the manner in which
the state recorded information on its citizens. Although
the rise of the telecommunications industry in general
would go on to have a holistic impact on police-public
relations, “the invention of the telephone” was the leading
cause of “the police becoming more alienated from the
community” henceforth (Chu, 2001, p. 25). Nonetheless,
early call boxes began to emerge in the United States well
before even the basic telephone had eclipsed the telegraph
in popularity.

The first such police call box was actually installed
in Albany, New York, as early as 1877, well before
Alexander Graham Bell had completed his first work-
ing telephone prototype and decades before a home
telephone was to become a reality for many (Stewart,
1994, pp. 4-5). With access to the call box, no longer
would the beat cop be isolated within the community,
as technology now provided him with the timely
access to information, resources, and reinforcements
in a manner that his informants and fickle allies in the
streets could never rival. In addition to serving as an
implement of state surveillance, the call box would
prove equally revolutionary in its ability to allow the
police to report on the activities of citizens with
increasing regularity, followed soon after by the
expectation of such reports and a system of intelli-
gence gathering through increasingly proactive moni-
toring and interviewing activities. With a diminished
reliance on the community to watch one’s back, the

call box would now allow the police to initiate con-
tacts of a disproportionately adversarial and clandes-
tine nature.

Although almost overnight the foot patrol officer’s
job description seemed to change via this technologi-
cal upheaval, so too did his role as a public figure and
communicator. Because the implementation of the
police call box had two main objectives among
Western municipalities—to increase efficiency and
improve response times in cases of urgency and emer-
gency and, more importantly, to “reduce the number
of patrolmen thus reducing overall police operational
costs” (p. 4)—the beat cop ultimately became what I
would argue one of the first official occupational casu-
alties of automation.

From that point forward, complaints, accusations,
and oral histories generally were to become the fodder
of technological intervention, interpolation, and extrapo-
lation, with “the transcendence of the information-
processing capabilities of the individual organism,”
the beat cop, being definitively overtaken “by a much
greater technological system . . . a culture of standard-
ization” (Seltzer, 1992, p. 156). By the time the first
patrol officer relayed the first ever message to his
superiors at a police station house via the police call
box—diffusing and disseminating the content therein
among the politically motivated “brass” and city
bureaucrats who footed the bill for such devices—
there was no looking back: the thin blue line would
soon become what I liken to a Maginot Line of static
and strategic observational installations that defied
conventional and previously successful methods.

Still, the growth of cities and ancillary industries
that in theory spawned the need to adopt call box tech-
nology also made police work exponentially more
perilous. The modern industrial city’s rise as a com-
plicated and unpredictable “network of strangers”
(Vanderburg, 2000, p. 375) ensured that the prolifera-
tion of drifters, itinerant workers, and host of oppor-
tunistic malfeasants who followed in tow would
invariably convolute the makeup of a given beat and
would require police contacts that were disproportion-
ately of the adversarial variety (Morgan & Newburn,
1997, p. 80). With urban densification would come
new forms of crime and new breeds of criminals, and
no longer could the public be the eyes and ears of the
police—the backup in escrow who could be expected
to look out for the beat cop and follow his commands
solely by virtue of the fact that personal, rather than
institutional, respect from the community mitigated
clear tactical disadvantages such as his being perenni-
ally outnumbered.
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For instance, in the United States, where things
were considered to be downright cushy as compared
to the lot of the early British police, “wicked Chicago”
(Stewart, 1994, p. 3), as it was once known, saw six of
its officers slain in those years preceding the imple-
mentation of their call box network, while the nascent
New York Police Department (NYPD), by just 1900,
had already lost 65 officers in just the first 56 years of
its official existence (The Officer Down Memorial
Page, Inc. [ODMP], 2007). Thus, the call box, when
looking at these grim statistics, seems to have been an
overdue acknowledgment and logical adaptation to
the looming dangers inherent in modern industrial-age
police work, allowing the officers a mechanical life-
line to the world beyond their beat and its increasingly
nefarious inhabitants.

Yet it would seem that the inevitably tragic, or 
perhaps tragically inevitable, by-product of the
estranging and adversarial implications of call box
technology would be its complete failure to amelio-
rate officer casualties. In fact, when looking at these
same agencies, the NYPD in the 56 years following
1900—with the call box now in regular use—saw an
increase of over 700% in fallen officers as compared
to that same period prior to 1900, with 394 duty-
related deaths during that time in which call boxes
remained rarely out of sight of most officers when on
the street (Stewart, 1994, p. 12). Back in Chicago, 21
officers were slain in the decade following the imple-
mentation of their call box system, including 3 offi-
cers in 1881 alone—the first full year the devices were
in operation—a figure that represents 50% of all duty-
related deaths for the entire 28 years since the force’s
official inception in 1853 (ODMP, 2007). There are
certainly other variables to consider when examining
these grim figures, which might suggest correlation
rather than causation, particularly in the quarrelsome
and sprawling melting pot that was early 20th-century
New York City. Yet although veritable explosions in
population density, the accessibility and affordability
of firearms, and political unrest stemming from wars,
conscription, economic downturns, alcohol prohibi-
tion, and particularly labor unrest (Dandeker, 1990,
p. 124) no doubt played pivotal roles in influencing
street crime and therefore these same statistics, it is
worth considering that perhaps the symbolic estrange-
ment of the patrol officer from his beat through the
alienating effects of this new technology in part con-
tributed to an increased hostility toward the very
premise of a mechanical surveillance state.

With evidence of increased violence as being an
unforeseen side effect of the adversarial spatial implica-
tions of police technology, we see the paradoxical and

even ironic nature of increased automation in law
enforcement. We see that in using technology to make
beats more traversable and subject to closer surveillance,
the distance between the police and the public actually
increases. Early in the 20th century, however, as those
police departments that began to adopt the call box as
part of their organizational and logistical infrastructure
extolled the virtues of its efficiency in netting more
arrests and theoretically “preventing” crime (Stewart,
1994, p. 5), the narrative of the boxes themselves and
the role of surveillance and information gathering
generally would soon become a public affair. In fact,
as communication networks were expanded to include
the more advanced police signal box, complete with
visual alerts and lights—a definitive precursor to the
Code Blue emergency phones in place throughout
university campuses—the public was slowly yet
surely integrated into the schema of the police com-
munication and its praxis of mechanical reporting.
With this mock inclusiveness, the polarization
between police and public sired by the call box would
soon begin to retract, if only briefly, through what I
argue was wikisurveillance primeval.

First patented by Glasgow firefighter Charles
Eggar in 1891 (Stewart, 1994, p. 5), the signal box
would represent the next generation of the call box by
the late 1920s. Larger, more robust, and more readily
identifiable than its brittle forerunner, the signal box
operated as a fully enclosed and secure telephone
booth with an electric light mounted atop the eventu-
ally concrete enclosure. With a locking opaque door
and no windows, the anonymity or invisibility
afforded by the design of the signal box brought with
it a newfound ability for members of the public to dis-
creetly participate in the narrative of the beat in which
they lived or worked, as the signal box keys or “con-
stable keys” designed to access the boxes would no
longer be reserved just for beat cops as they were in
the case of the call box a generation earlier. Now, with
keys being discriminately distributed to “certain
trusted private citizens living near the boxes” (p. 4),
the police seemed to both placate the public and miti-
gate the estranging nature of their technology by dif-
fusing the role of intelligence gathering among the
general populace, or at least its most loyal informants.
People who would in theory be responsible users or
who were wealthy and influential enough to obtain a
key were now able to avoid having to locate and actu-
ally speak with a police officer and instead summon
state intervention directly by telephone. Reporting on
the activities of one’s neighbors and other citizens,
whether illegal, immoral, or otherwise, was now pos-
sible for the first time in relative privacy and secrecy.
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This status-laden prototype of a 911 system in turn
hastened the already widespread adoption of a “disci-
plinary individualism” (Seltzer, 1992, p. 5) in monitor-
ing, judging, and reacting to public behavior by private,
untrained, and largely unaccountable civilians with per-
sonal agendas, grudges, debts, or simply excess time on
their hands. Anyone clinging to the edifice of the old
system would soon find that using a human intermedi-
ary to vet information, or the prospect of speaking with
a beat cop in confidence before summarily involving
the state in the private affairs of one’s neighbors, was
now a largely disposable concept. Although reporting
matters to the police in person was certainly still possi-
ble, being seen talking to a beat cop or attending a sta-
tion house came with a certain degree of risk and
potential cost in terms of one’s status, affiliations, and
even safety. With the signal box, however, we see wiki-
surveillance in its infancy, and the genesis of a safely
distant system of observation that has since evolved to
include the use of cell phone cameras, clandestine lis-
tening and recording devices, keystroke catchers, data-
mining software, photo radar, electronic toll routes, the
shift from burglar alarms to home monitoring systems,
the normalizing of Facebook stalking or “creeping,”
and a hodgepodge of consumer-based surveillance
tools that mimic information gathering in the vein of
traditional police practices, specifically, the validation
of self-entitled spying conferred by the signal box.

A century later, as both practitioners and those
subject to the construct of a police technocracy have
now resigned themselves to the “utilitarian morality”
(Ericson & Haggerty, 1997, p. 6) of a self-regulating
surveillance state in the vein of the signal box, it seems
that there is a general agreement and expectation that
“technology will free police of the burdens of directly
managing the messy human condition” (Manning,
1992, pp. 355-356). Protracting Peel’s vision of ubiquity
into the 21st century consequently requires the ad hoc
deputizing, or swearing-in, of both corporate partners
and private citizens using hitherto recreational devices
to pick up the slack or, at the very least, mimic the his-
torical police methodology. Unlike in the case of the sig-
nal box, however, where civilian keys were numbered
and could not be removed by anyone but a police officer
once they were used to access the box (Stewart, 1994,
p. 5), our present epoch of wikisurveillance is one pred-
icated on anonymity and is more closely related to the
coconstitutive rise of home-based telecommunications.

As improvements in telecommunication technolo-
gies and the eventual prevalence of both home and
public telephones allowed all citizens, regardless of
status or trustworthiness, access to the signal box, the

once coveted constable keys and the cachet of being 
a handpicked state informant became outmoded as
wikisurveillance gained further momentum through
the communicative diffusion afforded by a wider user
base. The upsurge of domestic telephone use in par-
ticular would prove to be as influential in sowing the
seeds of a publicly sanctioned and consensual system
of surveillance and internalized monitoring as all its
technological antecedents combined, with telecom-
munications technology not only altering the manner
with which the public reported events but how and
why they accessed the police altogether. The prolifer-
ation of personal telephones in private residences
would ensure that henceforth “the police could very
easily be summoned to homes, and…instead of focus-
ing on the order maintenance ideas that Sir Robert
Peel talked about, became more embroiled in people’s
private lives” (Chu, 2001, p. 25). Thus, as it became
increasingly anonymous which citizens were able to
report on the activities of others—now possible from
the comfort and sanctuary of one’s own home—what
would ultimately come to warrant police attention
would change as the state increasingly divested its
interests away from public safety per se and instead
relied on the civilian populace to furnish data on the
activities of individuals and groups who might have
had previously eschewed police interaction.

As the public order purview of the police and citi-
zenry alike became increasingly eccentric, and as tele-
phone lines became increasingly reliable and
connections faster, surveillance and celerity, or the
speed with which information travels, would become
increasingly concomitant as telecommunications
devices were later parlayed into radio wave technolo-
gies adopted by both the police and the public. As
American police reformer August Vollmer said in
1930 of this paradigm shift, “with the advent of the
radio equipped patrol car a new era has come . . .
Districts of many square miles . . . are now covered by
the roving patrol car, fast, efficient, stealthy . . .
just as likely to be within 60 feet as 3 miles of a crook
plying his trade” (Rubinstein, 1973, p. 20). Bearing
this endorsement in mind, I would argue that it was in
fact the radio in principle, and not the automobile, that
epitomized the “fast, efficient, stealthy” model that
Vollmer describes here, as the radio would allow nar-
rative to travel faster than any patrol car could ever
permit. In 1845, on police in Victorian London first
using the telegraph for law enforcement purposes by
transmitting a suspect description 18 miles down the
track to apprehend a wanted murderer as he disem-
barked from his getaway train, it was conceded that
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“[q]uite simply, the telegraph is [a] faster means of
communication than the train” (Packer, 2002, p. 45).
Similarly, by the mid-20th century we find that the
radio is quite simply a faster means of communication
than the automobile.

Thus, with the first radio-equipped patrol car or
“radio car” having been successfully tested in the
United States in 1929 (Rubinstein, 1973, p. 20) and
eventually being put into regular use in Boston by 1934
(Manning, 1992, p. 350), and with the Canadian
Marconi Company first outfitting larger cities in Canada
between 1930 and 1941 on average (Richardson, 2005,
p. 72), the ability for officers to report and respond to
information in a timely and on-the-move manner would
soon render the once state-of-the-art signal box an
incorrigible anachronism. In fact, the hastened obsoles-
cence of police surveillance and reporting technologies
following World War II in general, from the signal box
onward, would underscore how the police remain con-
tinually burdened with attaining and sustaining what
perhaps the foremost technological determinist Jacques
Ellul (1964) refers to as a certain “technical perfection.”
Because there are only “a limited number of ways
of . . . establishing a police force” (p. 243), whereas the
private citizen has few if any restrictions on their use of
technology, radio technology in particular would mark a
turning point in the state’s reliance on wikisurveillance
as an intelligence-gathering medium, as the affordabil-
ity of Japanese-made electronics by the 1970s (Packer,
2002, p. 41) quickly allowed enterprising hobbyists to
become what I liken to the new Vichy of suburbia—
sleeper agents of the state surreptitiously reporting and
cataloging everything from traffic jams to activities
deemed suspicious, seditious, or simply un-Christian at
private addresses.

Beginning with the surge of citizen band (CB)
radio operators and clubs in the 1970s, and with
Neighborhood Watch programs having been popular-
ized just a few years earlier, radio technology would
allow wikisurveillance to go mobile and the police to
become an invisible and seemingly immaterial entity
(Ellul, 1964, p. 413) as private citizens took owner-
ship of surveillance duties on those beats once
reserved for the now largely extinct foot patrol officer.
I would argue that CB radio culture also foreshad-
owed the age of ubiquity for the mobile phone in
which we presently live, as it seems to have identified
the visceral Western desire to not only be continually
and remotely connected but also to circumvent any
semblance of personal contact in the act of communi-
cating, particularly with respect to reporting people,
places, and events to the police. Although cell phone

cameras and recording devices presently represent the
next big thing in wikisurveillance, and have served to
forever change the collection and admissibility of
documentary evidence as well as expectations of pri-
vacy in general, the use of the cell phone as a mobile
implement of one-way information dissemination and
reporting by citizens can likely be traced back to not
just the much earlier matrix of CB culture but to what
would become the seminal case of wikisurveillance in
Canada: the hunt for serial killer Paul Bernardo.

A perhaps lesser known component of the infamous
case of Bernardo and his spree of horrific sex crimes and
murders in the Toronto and Niagara regions of Southern
Ontario in the early 1990s involved the formation of a
multijurisdictional investigative body known as the
Green Ribbon Task Force. Named after the Green
Ribbon of Hope campaign taken up by the community
where one of Bernardo’s teenaged victims, Kristen
French, lived and went to school, the task force 
very early on identified what they believed was the
vehicle used to abduct 15-year-old French from a 
St. Catharine’s Church parking lot on April 16, 1992,
after a lone eyewitness described the vehicle as resem-
bling a second-generation (1970-1981) Chevrolet
Camero, although no plate number was ever obtained.
With or without an identifying maker, as a result of this
tenuous description, the focus of the investigation sum-
marily shifted to identifying Cameros—all Cameros—
and interviewing and investigating the respective
owners, all of whom could be deemed potential persons
of interest. Once a vehicle had been inspected, the
owner’s information recorded and cataloged, and his
being ruled out as a suspect, the vehicle would be fitted
with a readily identifiable certification sticker normally
affixed to the lower left corner of the front windshield
indicating it had already been viewed and the owner or
driver cleared by investigators.

Although presenting themselves and their Cameros
at either their local police detachment or a designated
inspection station for this utilitarian and civically
responsible purpose was expected to be voluntary,
when hundreds of vehicles remained unaccounted for
and compliance seemed questionable, the Green
Ribbon Task Force looked to the public and their
nascent cell phones, or “car phones” as they were then
known, to identify any or all delinquent vehicles not fit-
ted with a compulsory certificate. Billboards depicting
the suspect vehicle and the appropriate phone number
to call if any car even remotely similar in appearance
was observed being driven without such a sticker soon
adorned all main thoroughfares, as the Herculean task
of closing the dragnet on a yet unidentified suspect was
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placed squarely on the shoulders of a public armed with
a new technology that allowed the plate number, driver
description, and direction of travel to be relayed with a
celerity that would have eluded earlier media devices.

The fact that upon his eventual arrest in 1993,
Bernardo’s vehicle actually ended up being identified
as a much newer Nissan 240SX and not a Camero at
all would prove extraneous, as the project had by that
time successfully yielded a wealth of data on other
uninvolved citizens and information on the anomic
lives and questionable activities of persons who might
have otherwise gone undetected by police but for the
make and model of the vehicle they owned. The rhi-
zomatic methodology employed in the hunt for one of
Canada’s most notorious serial killers and the media
campaign that encompassed the Green Ribbon drag-
net would not only acclimatize the public to a culture
of grassroots and cooperative intelligence gathering
through the apparent willingness of the public to
engage in, and even mimic, police monitoring activi-
ties but also consecrate the mobile phone as the next
police surveillance technology—one that, like the sig-
nal box, would be sustained by public inclusion rather
than exclusion.

Within another 10 years, the gift of ubiquity so fer-
vently extolled by Sir Robert Peel would come in the
form of names like Nokia, Motorola, and LG, as a uni-
versal wireless culture and the affordability and porta-
bility of mobile phones would allow for not only the
timely reporting of events but also the recording and
transmission of activities and conversations essen-
tially as they happen and in near real time. As a serv-
ing police officer, I find that this latest trend in
wikisurveillance is especially problematic in terms of
both context and due process, in that every citizen is
now a potential or aspiring private investigator, docu-
mentarian, archivist, videographer, or photojournalist
looking to assist with an investigation by providing
original stills, video, or audio of an event or a budding
extortionist who is in turn motivated by greed or vex-
ation, or both, and will rely on the impromptu surveil-
lance capabilities unique to cell phones to develop
what might be called “techniques of counter-policing”
(Packer, 2002, p. 49) for financial or personal gain.

Indeed, history has shown us that just as the prolif-
eration of consumer video cameras fundamentally
altered the parameters and balance of power in polic-
ing, as evidenced by George Holliday’s now iconic
nighttime footage of recidivist Los Angelian Rodney
King’s beating at the hands of four Los Angeles Police
Department officers on March 3, 1991 (Staples, 2000,
pp. 50-51), so too has the cell phone served to restore

the communicative equilibrium that defined policing
pre–call box, as both the police and the public, at least
in technological terms, now meet on a level playing
field and in a nebulous cultural space where the “tech-
nical apparatus” (Ellul, 1964, p. 101) of the police is
rendered increasingly flaccid. Whether surveying the
activities of the police in hopes of capturing evidence
of misconduct or excessive force, or simply using the
phone as a means of turning an established tool of sur-
veillance “back upon the surveyor” (Packer, 2002,
p. 47), not unlike what Steve Mann (1998) calls the
practice of “reflectionsim,” those subject to interroga-
tion, detention, or citation on the street now brandish-
ing a cell phone to document the event has become an
often routine resistance tactic, and as regular an exer-
cise of civil rights as the demand to speak with a
lawyer or the invocation of silence.

Although often suborned merely by malice or oppor-
tunity, the increasing use of heretofore recreational
technologies as tools of surveillance that work against,
rather than for, the interests of the state, this sort of arm-
chair sedition through cell phones underscores the
looming perils of wikisurveillance in modern law
enforcement. Because “[i]n a culture of voyeurs, there
is always plenty of footage” (Staples, 2000, p. 155), I
would argue that unrestrained and unpredictable sur-
veillants looking to capture novelty footage, or simply
throw the police off their game, have actually done
more harm to community standards of autonomy and
the expectation of privacy than to police integrity. Thus,
as the police, like the public, dismiss such mediated
invasions by simply skirting the larger issues at hand
and propagating the spurious idea that one should have
nothing to fear in being surveyed so long as their activ-
ities are lawful and responsible, the die is cast with
respect to surveillance for surveillance’s sake as being
an acceptable reality for all public spaces, whether
police or private citizen. This “nothing to hide” recusal
from the current dialogue on privacy is in fact the same
irrational reverse onus argument that is the most com-
monly used retort against privacy and civil liberty advo-
cates (Solove, 2007, p. 2), as well as the leading
ultimatum pitched through the commercial media as
part of the “you’re either with us or with the terrorists”
epistemology.

Ergo, the police themselves being subject to this
same mediated scrutiny underscores the proverbial
agent provocateur that is wikisurveillance, as differing
motives can complicate the manner in which data is
received and digested, and particularly how it is eventu-
ally extracted. Wireless has in turn become the metonym
for the double-edged sword that is cooperative
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watching, as in Damon Knight’s 1976 futurist short
story “I See You,” where a machine known as the Ozo
allows anyone, not just the state, to see events before,
during, or after they occur; crime and punishment are
increasingly permeable, even promiscuous, and ideolo-
gies forever susceptible to technological interference
and reification. Like Knight’s Ozo, each new surveil-
lance technology of late capitalism brings with it new
and increasingly quicksilver definitions of both privacy
and deviance. How these concepts are subsequently
defined becomes increasingly problematic as unre-
stricted access, archiving, and modification with respect
to information and personal identifiers essentially
homogenizes and even normalizes acts of spying that
were once upon a time, and rightfully, deemed socially
devious.

Whether it be the Green Ribbon Task Force dragnet
or the UK’s so-called Ring of Steel cordon that relies
on thousands of CCTV cameras to protect the London
City financial district from acts of terrorism and
hooliganism—with Great Britain now leading the
world in terms of privately owned but publicly posi-
tioned surveillance cameras (Staples, 2000, p. 61)—tech-
nological progress in terms of due diligence and the
curtailing of privacy would seem to be mutually unidi-
rectional in nature, as what often begins as an ostensi-
bly meritorious project seems condemned to become a
runaway train of technological momentum once the
public takes ownership and reauthors the text as a wiki
product. Although behavior that might presently be
deemed benign is captured as part of a permanent doc-
umentary record today, the social and legal standards of
tomorrow may see the events differently in retrospect.
Whether it be a youthful indiscretion caught on a cell
phone camera, an e-mail or text message sent in anger,
a salacious comment made on Facebook, or a late-night
tryst against one’s better judgment—their image
archived in a permanent facial-recognition database on
walking into an apartment lobby under observation by
the new Argus Digital Doorman—the context is
doomed to be expendable as one of the “painful ironies
of technical choice” (Smith, 1994, p. 33) becomes the
post hoc commodification of criminality to justify ubiq-
uity. As all human activities increasingly become part
of a permanent and quantifiable record that is in large
part privately owned and maintained, the Monday
morning quarterbacking of historical surveillance data
will consequently ensure that “[a] crime can always be
found” (Solove, 2007, p. 5) among the assorted images,
as the floating definition of deviance ensures that crime
becomes the last truly renewable resource in the West.

Nearly 200 years after Peel’s ambitious reforms, as
the British police—or Bobbies as they’re known in
Peel’s honor—follow the lead of their Danish col-
leagues and begin appending digital audio-video
recording equipment, or Bobbie-Cams, to the sides of
patrol officers’ helmets (Satter, 2007), Paul Verhoeven’s
dystopic 1987 thriller Robocop would seem to have
been eerily prophetic in both its imagery and ideology.
Although in Verhoeven’s film, the cybernetic and simi-
larly camera-equipped Robocop represents the ultimate
convergence of public power with private money—
with technological demand coupled with financial
necessity turning over municipal policing operations 
in their entirety to a Machiavellian private sector 
corporation—current trends in wikisurveillance sug-
gest that although the police remain a theoretically
public institution, a 180° turn back toward the private
watchmen system so vilified by Peel is already upon us.
As we see in both Robocop and the celebrated and
unabated proliferation of wikisurveillance devices and
groups, from a surge in retailers selling spy technolo-
gies to middle-class suburbanites to the use of surrepti-
tious listening devices in Dunkin Donuts franchises
throughout the United States—in theory to monitor
employee misbehavior, yet preprogrammed to record
all conversations within a 30-foot radius (Staples, 2000,
pp. 63-64)—the rise of a police state will not come with
the sweeping and radical reforms of a new totalitarian
government nor from beneath the boot of some fascist
despot, but rather through the efforts undertaken in the
here and now purely to protect financial capital, secure
private property, and manage risk.

Whether ensuring the integrity of assets, mitigating
civil liability, or simply creating profitable and com-
mercially viable footage, the state’s monopoly on sur-
veillance and the defining of criminality has been
muscled out by a veritable coup d’état spearheaded by
free, unlimited video messaging, Dateline hidden-
camera specials, and “How’s my driving?” bumper
stickers. But perhaps the most timely, and telling,
indicator of wikisurveillance as having shifted the bal-
ance of police power from the public to the corporate
sphere comes again from southern Ontario, where the
Green Ribbon Task Force first created the technologi-
cally powered and panoptic morning commute nearly
20 years ago.

In this case, police in the city of Hamilton were able
to arrest a suspect in the stabbing death of a young man
that occurred outside a nightclub in November 2006
entirely through the use of privately owned images and
Internet space and, like the Bernardo case, by relying on
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the cooperation, even the collaboration, of private citi-
zens and their corporately owned technology providers.
After almost a month with few tenable leads, and with
the case growing colder by the day, the lead investiga-
tors elected to use a series of images extracted from pri-
vate surveillance footage that was seized from the scene
and uploaded it to the popular video file sharing and
streaming site known as YouTube in a bid to excavate
new information. After receiving over 17,000 hits on the
minute-long file within just a few weeks, the suspect
eventually turned himself in to police on December 19,
2006, to face second-degree murder and attempted mur-
der charges—the global reach of the Internet having
effectively ruled out nearly every hiding place imagin-
able (Maxcer, 2007). And although what are often sen-
sationalized “most wanted” media products are well
established and have proven historically successful to
varying degrees in locating offenders on the lam, the
YouTube murder case is believed to be the first of its
kind in the world, with one ranking officer conceding
that in light of the results, the Internet, once thought to
be perilous territory in which to venture on police-
related matters, may in fact soon prove to be “a police
officer’s best friend” (Quintino, 2006).

From the call box, to the signal box, to the tele-
phone, the two-way radio, and now the cell phone, the
Internet, and other multimedia devices with multifari-
ous surveillance capabilities, the genealogy of
Western police technology has consistently encom-
passed a steadfast reliance on private industry and pri-
vate citizens alike. Thus, the coinage private policing
and its being a caveat for the increasingly prevalent
and questionable corporate partnerships that the tech-
nical apparatus of the state needs to maintain its hege-
mony is by no means a new concept, with the
adoption of this term really being nothing more than a
mea culpa for the newly transparent nature of such
long-standing techno-confederacies. From handing
off constable keys to civilian insiders, to uploading
confiscated video exhibits to YouTube, policing, while
having been corporate for some time now, is perhaps
best described as a publicly traded entity that needs
individual investors and venture capitalists to stay
afloat. Wikisurveillance subsequently provides the
infusion of cash and cooperation that sustains the
infrastructure of this system, as consumers not only
buy the compatible hardware and software but also
buy in to the associated mind-set of total information
awareness and data trafficking as the hallmarks of
dutiful citizenry. As we stand atop a slippery slope of
commercial interests and voyeuristic proclivities, we

await the next major paradigm shift toward a newly
validated and technologically powered watchmen sys-
tem. Only time will tell how far the pendulum will
swing back to a preindustrial system of unregulated
law enforcement that, unlike before, will now also be
able to boast ubiquity in the most Peelian sense
among its traits. Although it was a carefully demar-
cated beat system that suborned the earliest police
technologies, we have since breached the boundary
into uncharted territory, manipulating the definitions
of privacy and morality as we go.
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