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Assignment 2
CCTV: A Tool that is Keeping Society Safe, or Under Control?
The controversial topic of surveillance and the rise of surveillance has evolved into a topic of debate in the UK, as seen in 2011 when the UK public were ‘regularly exposed to the prying eyes of the camera lens’ (Sheldon, 2011, p. 193). This is arguably no different in contemporary society, where artificial intelligence has evolved significantly and is starting to be integrated into surveillance technology, making the topic of surveillance and the implications of it more relevant than ever (Fussey and Webster, 2023, p. 1). This assignment will explore in depth, whether surveillance is being used to keep society safe, or if it is being used as a way to control it (Richards, 2013, p. 1934). This will be done by firstly defining what is meant by surveillance for the context of this assignment (Marx, 2015, p. 734), with a focus on CCTV cameras, and how this form of surveillance links to crime (Newburn, 2017, p. 342-343). Secondly, this assignment will explore how CCTV is having an impact on the victims of crime, and whether this form of surveillance is helping to bring justice to these victims (Morgan and Dowling, 2019, np). Lastly, this assignment will explore whether surveillance is a tool that is truly being used to keep society safe from crime (Fussey and Webster, 2023, p. 1) or if it is being used by the government to control the population (Richards, 2013, p. 1934), This assignment will now move on to explore these topics in depth, starting with a definition of surveillance for the purpose of this assignment (Marx, 2015, p. 734).
Many theorists, such as Marx (2015, p. 733), have argued that modern day society is a society of surveillance, which refers to the many ways in which the state and the agencies that the state control can observe society (Coleman, 2005, p. 133). Surveillance can be used by these agencies for the purposes of coercion, care and crime prevention, as well as sharing personal data with other agencies (Marx, 2015, p. 734). For the purposes of this assignment, the way in which CCTV camaras are being utilized will be analysed in depth, and if CCTV camaras are being used to keep individuals safe or if CCTV are being used to control society by agencies in power will be explored (Piza et al., 2019, np). CCTV cameras serve to collect images in order to be watched, reviewed and stored, which is arguably concerning depending on who in turn has access to these images (Hope, 2009, np). According to Goold, Loader and Thumala (2013, np), CCTV arrived in the UK at a time when the general population considered their local communities and town centres to be unsafe and rife with criminal activity. Gilmour (2017, np) agrees with this in that government surveillance in general is linked to increased levels of criminal activity, and was first prominent after the Second World War, where tensions were high and therefore, higher levels of security were needed (Goold, Loader and Thumala, 2013, np). This resulted in CCTV, in combination with various other schemes such as Neighbourhood Watch and Street Watch, being ‘promoted as new ways to reduce crime and disorder, and to increase public safety’ (Goold, Loader and Thumala, 2013, np). Government agencies would argue that the use of CCTV does have a significant role to play in the reduction of crime and disorder (College of Policing, 2021, np). For example, the College of Policing (2021, np) undertook research into the use of CCTV and in its first review, found that CCTV was a valuable tool that could have a positive impact in keep society safe in many ways, such as by increasing the perception of potential offenders by making them feel like they would get caught if they were to engage in criminal activity, as well as increasing societies belief of safety in areas where there were CCTV cameras installed, which would affect an offenders perception of risk, among many other factors (College of Policing, 2021, np). However, the College of Policing’s second review of CCTV produced some interesting results, which suggested that CCTV could become a factor in an increase of crime in some areas rather than a factor in decreasing it (College of Policing, 2021, np). This could be because there was evidence to suggest that the police could become too reliant on CCTV, and by doing so, the Police would become less proactive as an agency when it comes to crime prevention (College of Policing, 2021, np). Additionally, while the first review suggested that areas under CCTV surveillance would be used in a higher compacity by the public, it was discovered that the general public actually used these areas less due to increased surveillance and the fear of being watched (College of Policing, 2021, np). This shows the potential divide in contemporary society (Hino, 2022, p. 2). For example, Hino (2022, p. 2) found that while most individuals in the UK have expressed their support for the installation of CCTV cameras, there is also a minority of individuals that have expressed concern about the rapid increase in the installation of CCTV cameras and many consider the use of CCTV cameras as an invasion of privacy. While some individuals in contemporary society are concerned (Hino, 2022, p. 2), there is evidence to suggest that CCTV has been a pivotal tool in some crime cases (Gill et al., 2005, p. 3). For example, the Home Office found in 2005 that vehicle crime and theft was reduced significantly in city outskirt areas where CCTV cameras had been installed (Gill et al., 2005, p. 3). Porter (2009, np) expanded on the reasons why this was the case and suggests that CCTV can provide vital intelligence for both preventing crime and for catching offenders, as CCTV provides a visual representation of events which can be very hard for offenders of crimes recorded by CCTV to dispute as evidence. This shows that CCTV has the potential to keep individuals safe from crime (Gill et al., 2005, p. 3; Porter, 2009, np). However, Porter (2009, np) noted in their research that there are many factors that hold CCTV back from really being a useful tool that can keep society safe. For example, recordings taken from CCTV cameras very often tend to be poor in quality with unclear images, which in turn prevents individuals from recognising any potential offenders recorded (Porter, 2009, np). In 2009, instances where this occurred were ‘more common than not’ (Porter, 2009, np). Porter (2009, np), also raised concerns about the lack of collaboration between those developing CCTV cameras and practitioners such as the police who would be utilising it, which in turn has resulted in poor training for practitioners who have not been shown how to utilise CCTV to its full potential (Porter, 2009, np). This evidence suggests that CCTV in this stage suffered from issues that affected its potential (Porter, 2009, np). However, in contemporary society, CCTV has evolved significantly (Calacci, Shen and Pentland, 2022, p. 2). For instance, Calacci, Shen and Pentland (2022, p. 2) argue that surveillance in contemporary society has evolved to the point in which it has become intelligent, which can be seen with the wide spread of ring doorbells in the US and worldwide. The ring doorbell not only has a CCTV camera attached to it which allows individuals with these devices to check what is happening outside of their house through a live feed, but it is also capable of notifying these individuals of movements that occur outside of their homes by sending an alert to their mobile devices automatically (Ring, 2025, np). Calacci, Shen and Pentland (2022, p. 2) has discovered that in addition to this, ring has partnered with over ‘2,000 law enforcement agencies’ (Calacci, Shen and Pentland, 2022, p. 2) across the United States, which has given ring access to whole communities in some cases and it has given these agencies the ability to obtain any videos recorded by ring doorbells (Calacci, Shen and Pentland, 2022, p. 2). A study conducted by LAPD noted that ring doorbell CCTV cameras were found to reduce crimes by 50% in neighbourhoods where just 10% of households had ring doorbells installed (Kelly, 2023, p. 99), which would help to promote the view that this evolution of CCTV in contemporary society has addressed the shortcomings of CCTV in the past and CCTV is now able to have a significant impact on keeping society safe (Kelly, 2023, p. 99). However, interestingly, this research was also done in collaboration with the Ring company, and while these findings may seem somewhat impressive, when analysing further there is evidence to suggest that these findings have the potential to be somewhat exaggerated (Kelly, 2023, p. 99). Concerningly, Field (2023, p. 1-2) argues that there is a reason for these exaggerated studies, which is that the Ring company wants individuals to buy their product so they can essentially become the ‘big brother’ (Field, 2023, p. 2) of the surveillance industry in order to control individuals in collaboration with their law enforcement partners (Field, 2023, p. 2). An exploration of this perspective (Field, 2023, p. 2) and how other methods of CCTV are keeping society under control, rather than keeping us safe, will now be explored (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 634). 
When exploring how CCTV is a tool that is being used to control society, there is evidence to suggest that this is a perspective that has evolved as technology has advanced (Field, 2023, p. 2). However, in the past, it is clear to see that fixed CCTV cameras have been used by the government in the UK to control society and create social order, and this was prevalent during the regeneration of Liverpool’s city centre (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 625). During the 1980s, Liverpool gained a reputation as a city of poverty and disorder (Boland, 2008, np). During this time, there was mass unemployment and urban decay, with a lack of opportunities for Liverpool’s population resulting in a turn to crime for many individuals to just to make ends meet (Bolland, 2008, np). This, as well as tragedies such as the Hillsborough Disaster (Health and Safety Executive, 2012, np) and the Heysel Disaster (Football Stadiums, 2016, np), and the way in which both cases were handled (Health and Safety Executive, 2012, np; Football Stadiums, 2016, np), further fuelled stereotypes about the city across the UK and notably in government at the time, which was conservative and already had extremely negative relationship with Liverpool’s left wing council, who they labelled as ‘militant’ (Bolland, 2012, np). This enabled the national government at the time to fuel negative stereotypes about the city (Bolland, 2012, np). To combat against this, the local council wanted to improve the city with the redevelopment of the city centre, but they struggled with the debates around crime and the anxiety this was causing in the city, and how this would affect investment into the new city centre (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 624). The solution to this was a push by businesses to install a significant amount of CCTV in the city, particularly in the city centre where their businesses would be stationed (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 628). This arguably was a push to create social order by recording and banning individuals targeted by the system from the city centre and was also not just about crime, but to create an image to the world that Liverpool was a place where societal norms are upheld (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 629), and was not a city of chaos and disorder which was what was being portrayed nationally by the media and national government (Bolland, 2012, np). This resulted broadly in an allowance of only a certain kind of person into Liverpool’s City Centre, which was one that adheres to societal norms and was not deviant (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 629). From a contemporary perspective, Leclercq and Pojani (2021, np) agrees and expands on this by suggesting that in contemporary society the main shopping district of Liverpool, known as Liverpool One is completely covered by CCTV cameras and constantly patrolled by private security guards. In their study, Leclercq and Pojani (2021, np) found that many individuals surveyed in Liverpool One felt like they were being watched to a higher degree compared to other areas of the city and therefore, felt that they had to be more mindful of their behaviour at times (Leclercq and Pojani, 2021, np). This shows how CCTV can be used to control individuals in society, rather than just keeping society safe, as it can change the behaviour of individuals, especially if they feel that they are being observed times (Leclercq and Pojani, 2021, np). Additionally, it shows how CCTV can be used at a governmental level to influence society and to make individuals behave in a certain way (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 629). This can be explored further from a Marxist perspective, which would argue that CCTV is being used by governments and businesses to promote behaviour that follows ‘particular forms of order’ (Fussey, 2004, p. 255). These governments and businesses are aware that individuals may be deterred from city centres by ‘beggars and gangs of youths’ (Fussey, 2004, p. 255), which would have a negative impact on capitalist society, as consumers would not be feeding into it by not shopping in cities (Fussey, 2004, p. 255). Therefore, these businesses use CCTV to deter these groups, as it gives a sense of safety to consumers who then feel that they can visit city centres and spend their wealth (Fussey, 2004, p. 255). This is arguably what has happened in Liverpool, as it was businesses and organisations looking to profit from consumers that drove the movement for an increased CCTV presence in Liverpool city centre (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 629).
In conclusion, it is clear to see that there are tensions in surveillance and the use of CCTV (Fussey, 2004, p. 255; Kelly, 2023, p. 99). For example, there is evidence to suggest that CCTV can keep society safe (Gill et al., 2005, p. 3). However, there is also evidence to suggest that individuals have used CCTV to control society and to promote a non deviant way of behaviour that is not necessarily criminal, which has been seen in Liverpool and the rise of its city centre (Fussey, 2004, p. 255). When analysing how CCTV keeps society safe, the evidence is arguably mixed (College of Policing, 2021, np; Kelly, 2023, p. 99). While the College of Policing (2021, np) initially found in their research that CCTV can be a positive deterrence to crime in the ways in which it can alter the behaviour of potential offenders if they know they are being observed, it was also highlighted that there is a danger of an overreliance on using  CCTV to solve crime from the police, who would become a less proactive agency when it comes to stopping crime before it happens as a result (College of Policing, 2021, np). In addition, the evolution of CCTV and research published by the LAPD in the United States which shows that ring doorbells have contributed to a decrease in crime can be scrutinised, considering the research was funded by the ring company (Kelly, 2023, np). This has allowed for the questioning the credibility of CCTV in modern times, and whether it is being used by big businesses to control society and coerce them to buy their products (Field, 2023, p. 2). This is what happened in Liverpool, where CCTV has been promoted by big business to attract consumers to their shops (Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 629), showing the capitalist and controlling mindset behind CCTV which is what Marxist theorists have argued (Fussey, 2004, p. 255). Therefore, the evidence to suggest that CCTV is being used to control society rather than to keep society safe is much more prominent (Fussey, 2004, p. 255), and more must be done to acknowledge that CCTV is a tool that could be used to keep society safe, but it has become too profitable and controlled by individuals in the highest classes that have little interest in the safety of society and are arguably only interested in profit (Fussey, 2004, p. 255; Coleman and Sim, 2003, p. 629).
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