
how and whether mobile cameras 
are perceived as a form of surveillance 
and how this compares to citizen’s 
perceptions of CCTV

32 interventions in the center 
of Rotterdam. The experiment 
looked like this:
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New technologies of surveillance?

OCTV and CCTV as technologies of safety?

OCTV and CCTV as hybrid collectives

-

Surveilling aspects of camera artifacts; 
safety versus privacy?

How citizens experience the use 
of mobile cameras in public nightscapes 

The number of mobile cameras 
carried and used dur ing 
the night remains unknown

However, in surveillance studies, 
mobile cameras are treated as a device
that first of all provides citizens with a 
counter- measure for CCTV and
organizational surveillance
This is dubbed inverse surveillance

Secondly, the mobile camera is seen 
as a tool that allows citizens to use 
public video for alternative reasons 
to surveillance. 
This is called sousveillance

Our results show that these terms
are hardly to be found at the side
of the filmed 

In my interviews with nightscape 
visitors on their own mobile camera 
usage, only mild evidence of 
sousveillance were found

What did respondents note as surveilling
aspects of these artifacts?

Although the scope of reactions differs, not one reaction 
revealed doubt about what the artifact was or could be, both 
in the case of the mobile camera as well as CCTV cameras.
A next step of inquiry is why the physical presence of both 
cameras forms no surprise to our respondents.

However, we noticed clear differences in experiences of 
these cameras during our interventions. The distinction 
becomes clearer when some responses that concern 
camera footage are compared.

The difference between OCTV and CCTV here is that the former 
provides an interface, a human behind the lens, that can be asked 
for clarification on the intentions of filming. Although in CCTV 
the intention might seem clear, when visitors were asked for 
specific workings of this technology, not one clear answer 
emerged. In terms of surveillance, a tentative conclusion is that 
respondents consider both cameras as surveillance technologies 
that shape their feelings of safety and privacy in public 
nightscapes. However, issues raised concerning privacy were 
more prevalent in our OCTV case, whereas aspects of safety were 
mentioned more frequently in relation to CCTV cameras.

a seond step is to investigate whether and how the 
respondents  associate either mobile cameras or 
static cameras with their personal safety?

Based on the assumption that an increase of feelings of safety is 
usually included as one of the possible effects of surveillance 
technologies, the answers of the respondents seem to suggest 
that being filmed by the mobile camera by another visitor of 
the nightscape does not enhance their feelings of safety. 

Most intriguingly, respondents do not articulate any views that 
suggest that they assume the camera is just for fun. Reactions 
such as “are you filming me for fun” for example, were absent. 

A  conclusion we can draw is therefore that respondents do not 
consider the mobile camera to be a form of sousveillance i.e. a 
technology that is used for leisure and socializing.

Moreover, the fact that OCTV triggered less negative responses 
than OCTV seems to suggest that the respondents seem to
 consider static cameras as part and parcel of public 
nightscapes. 

Since respondents considered both the mobile cameras and 
CCTV technology as surveillance technologies, it is important to 
question who they hold responsible for making images of public 
space by these artifacts.

Respondents mention the intentions of the human as 
decisive for  considering OCTV as invading and annoying, or 
assistive and aiding in feelings of safety (“if the camera 
belonged to the police, then it would help”).  A comparison  
between the three categories suggests that most respondents 
hold the human behind the camera or the hybrid collective 
responsible for filming.

We see a difference in framing of the subject who is 
acted upon; in the OCTV case more responses point 
towards being filmed as a way of becoming a subject; a 
passive victim of the unclear intentions of the human 
behind the lens. Considering CCTV, fewer responses are 
linked to the individual as a subject in a negative sense.

Conclusions

Adopting a material-semiotic approach, we conceptualised  the 
mobile camera as a potential new actor of surveillance in public 
nightlife. While in surveillance studies this camera is often 
referred to as a form of sousveillance, our analysis suggests  that 
the mobile camera is also experienced as a form of surveillance, 
possibly even in a stronger sense than the CCTV camera

We thus can conclude that the mobile cameras act in a surveilling 
way via the invisibility of making things visible. Here, a counter -
intuitive aspect of OCTV can be observed as well.   While mobile 
cameras can be considered as a  more democratic technology than 
CCTV, because they allow for bottom-up control of camera (what 
is filmed) and footage (what will happen with the images), rather 
than the closed and black-boxed technology character of CCTV, 
this openness creates uncertainty

In reflecting on how surveillance acts via different camera 
technologies in public nightscapes, this uncertainty was mainly 
coupled with privacy concerns. These privacy concerns however, 
did not evolve due to the physical presence of the artifact camera 
and its user; rather, the possible spreading of footage emerged 
as a main surveillance issue.


