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Mobile Technology 

As Interface to Public Spaces 
 

We have always needed different types of filters to interact with the world. Our bodies, language, signs, and 

symbols are just some examples of these filters. There have never been unmediated interactions with others or with 

the spaces that surround us.  

 

Adriana de Souza e Silva, Jordan Frith 

 

Introduction 

The main idea is to make a short film about mobile technologies and the changing 

relationships between us and the public space under the age of these technologies. 

Some people might blame those mobile technologies like smart phones for separating 

us from each other. In my view, however, we cannot ask those technologies to take all 

the responsibilities, because new technologies will not be put into the market unless 

the society needs them. These technologies do change our perceptions on the public 

space in some ways, but there must be some deeper reasons behind. Based on the 

analogy of mobile technologies to "interfaces" to the environment like our skins, 

bodies and clothes, we are able to rethink the role of these technologies and our 

relationships with them and the public space. In big cities full of stimulations and 

strangers, we are always looking for different types of "filters" to help us control our 

experiences in order not to be too overwhelmed by the endless information. Living 

without these "filters" is like being naked in the wild field, which means we cannot 

control what we see, what we hear and what we touch. In the film, there are two story 

lines in parallel: one is about the overwhelming stimulations and anonymous 

individuals using mobiles technologies in public spaces; the other is about one person 

walking in the wood, stripping down clothes until being naked. By asking the 

question in the beginning and the end "what does it mean to be naked", I wish each 



audience could rethink the interrelationships between us, mobile technologies and 

public spaces.   

 

 

Theoretical Background 

1 Mobile Technologies Push Us Apart? 

With the fast development of mobile technologies, we can get access to the 

information or get in touch with our friends on the Internet anywhere at any time. 

People are benefiting a lot from portable devices like smart phones and laptops 

because they do change our behaviors in certain ways. They allow us to replace 

face-to-face conversations with cybernetic ones, and some can even pretend to 

talk on the phone or fiddle with apps to avoid eye contacts or other interactions in 

public spaces. The argument always goes like this:" Those mobile devices make 

people less likely to talk to strangers and pay attention to their surrounding 

environment."  

 

 

Figure 1: Cell phone addiction in Korea 

 

Of course it would not be accurate to argue that mobile technologies do not have 

any effect on sociability, but the idea of technological determinism is probably a 

false problem since technology is part of our society and society cannot be 

understood without the technology (Manuel Castells, 2000) . It is difficult to 

attribute complete responsibility to mobile technologies for bringing us together 

or pushing us apart; rather, understanding the interrelationships between mobile 



technologies, people and public spaces are obviously more important. 

 

1.1  Overwhelming Stimulations of Cities 

The growth of the cities and the fast urbanization of the world is one of the 

most impressive facts of modern times. The ways in which people live their 

daily lives were changed after the vast movement from rural to urban, and 

more recently, the movement towards megalopolises has reorganized urban 

life even more noticeably.  

 

 
Figure 2: Overwhelming information in New York Times Square 

 

Before the emergence of the fast urbanization of megalopolises, most people 

live in rural communities or smaller cities. And most people still know each 

other or at least know of each other. As Erving Goffman (1959) describes, 

they still acknowledge each other's presence because it would be rude not to 

do so and because it is likely they will run into each other again. However, 

the city is a space of heterogeneity that stands in contrast to the 

homogeneity. With the unstoppable migration from rural to urban areas and 

the expansion of urban population and scale, most people start to live in a 

place where they did not know the vast majority of people for the first time. 

Urban residents have to come into contact with strangers and deal with a 

variety of overwhelming stimulations almost every day. As Jane Jacobs puts 

it:" Great cities are not like suburbs, only denser. They differ from towns and 

http://thereifixedit.failblog.org/2011/12/08/white-trash-repairs-historical-thursday-agostino-ramellis-bookwheel/


suburbs in basic ways, and one of these is that cities are, by definition, full 

of strangers. To any one person, strangers are far more common in big 

cities than acquaintances" (Jane Jacobs, 1961). As a result of the desire to 

control the heterogeneity, people need to develop new social techniques in 

order to manage interactions with strangers and stimulations of the city. 

 

1.2  The Growth of Individuality 

The life in cities can be exciting and stimulating but can also be 

overwhelming and frightening. The city as a whole is simply too large to be 

understood by individuals, which makes it very difficult for its citizens to 

identify themselves as residents of the city. So in order to maintain their 

individuality in the face of growing material culture of the city, they respond 

by carving out their own individualized experience by not participating fully 

in the crowd or by doing things such as wearing flamboyant clothing so that 

they would stand out from the crowd. Compared with the life before, people 

living in urban areas are turning inward from public life. 

 

1.3  The Blurriness of the Private and Public 

Some people say that mobile technologies push us apart by privatizing 

public spaces. In my view, however, it might be more accurate to claim that 

mobile technologies blurred the border between public and private.  

 

The perspective of public and private shifts across time and culture and is 

changed through history. For many urban theorists, public spaces means 

shared open spaces such as plazas and squares. For social theorists, they are 

spaces for public deliberation, following the model of the ancient Greek 

agora. But for economists, spaces like café are private spaces because they 

are owned by private individuals or corporations. However, for feminist 

theorists, private spaces equate to the secluded space of the home. (Jeff 

Weintraub, 1997) 



 

And when new technologies are introduced into the social fabric, the 

traditional understanding of what it means to be in public gets even more 

complicated. Mobile technologies can make public less public and private 

less private. For example, people are allowed to bring previously private 

activities (like reading and listening to music) into public spaces with 

portable devices like books and the Walkman; the radio and television can 

make the house less private because they allow outside information to reach 

into the home. They do not turn private domestic spaces into public spaces 

or public spaces into private spaces completely, but they did signal a shift to 

a new hybridized form of private and public that challenged the traditional 

public/private borders. 

 

The idea of private and public are often subjective states of mind rather than 

demarcated spaces. Marking a space as public space does not mean people 

will not have private experiences in that space, such as a couple carrying on 

a secrete affair in the middle of the crowded restaurant; just because a space 

such as a hotel room is supposed to be a private space does not mean people 

will feel they possess the type of privacy like being home. Sometimes we 

expect a certain amount of privacy even in public spaces. In the context of 

big cities, the fact that public spaces are full of strangers offers us perfect 

condition to maintain that privacy by remaining anonymous faces in the 

crowd. However, the portable camera challenges the anonymity that 

individuals use to maintain their privacy in public. When someone´s image 

is captured by strangers while she occupies public space, she is no longer 

anonymous. The privacy one expects while in public is taken away, making 

the public even more public, which makes people lose the control over the 

experience of urban life. The ban of the CCTV is also about this kind of 

issue. 

 



2 Different Types of Filters 

We as human beings, have always needed different types of filters to interact with 

the surroundings. Those filters help to protect us from unwanted stimulations and 

interactions. For example, our skins act as a filter to provide protection from 

micro-organism, radiation and chemicals; Clothes help us to overcome the 

coldness. Nearly all the tools human beings have invented like languages and 

symbols are among those filters. As a result, we have formed new relationships 

with the surroundings. However, the relationship between us and the world 

around us has been changing all the time as social norms and social spaces 

change, which means we have always been developing new types of filters to 

interact with the others and the environment. Mobile technologies like books, 

newspapers, the earphone and the smart phone are these new types of filters. 

 

2.1  Books and Newspapers 

When we talk about mobile technologies, we might always think of or smart 

phones or laptops. However, things that we cannot be more familiar with 

like books and newspapers can also be defined as part of mobile 

technologies because they are also portable and have also changed our life 

in certain aspects. 

 

In the seventeenth- and eighteenth- century Europe, it had been assumed 

that books are meant to be read indoors, within the secluding walls of a 

private or public library. And books printed during that period of time are 

usually extremely large and heavy, which posed practical problems for 

readers. In order to solve the problem, a type of rotating wheel is designed 

to allow one person to read a variety of books in one location with ease. The 

books are rotated vertically similar to the motion of water wheel. 



.  
Figure 3: Agostino Ramelli’sBookwheel 

Books did not become smaller in size until the Industrial Age. The first 

pocket paperback was printed in the nineteenth century, which established 

the book as the dominant form of mobile media. However, technical 

improvements are not the contributing factor in the move to the pocket 

paperback; it is the social forces that played the major role in shaping the 

mobility of the book. After the growth of the railway, which is one of the 

major forces of industrialization, the horse-drawn coach was quickly 

supplanted by the railway. The travel time between two points are 

compressed and people traveled more frequently and further than before, 

which led to a need to fill the increasing travel time and control the social 

situation of the railway. The shape of book is changed to meet those needs. 

 

The social situation is so different from the earlier horse-drawn forms of 

transportation. In the past, travel was done in carriage and most people 

knew each other in one space. But after the emergence of the railway, 

similar to the growth of the city, it is for the first time that people were 

expected to sit for a long period of time in the company of many strangers 

and travelers need to retain the control over the experience of the railway 

compartment. Books and newspapers allowed individuals to partially 

control their experience of the shared space on railway by filer out all visual 

http://thereifixedit.failblog.org/2011/12/08/white-trash-repairs-historical-thursday-agostino-ramellis-bookwheel/


information. People could appear occupied and unavailable for conversation 

and avoid dealing with the other people by using the book or newspaper as 

an object of subordinate involvement. This is why waiting rooms, airplanes 

are often supplied by management with emergency suppliers such as 

magazines and newspapers. 

 

But it doesn´t mean people are fully withdrawn from the space, because 

they can always be jolted back to the space, whether the jolt comes from a 

loud sound or a tap on the shoulder. People may be co-present with random 

others in the train compartment, or on the street bench, but they can exert 

control over randomness by using the book to impact a certain kind of order. 

 

2.2  The Walkman and Earphones 

Sony released the first Walkman in Japan on June 1, 1979. Sony also 

produced lots of advertisement featuring young adults riding the bus and 

walking through crowded streets all with headphones in their ears and 

happy expressions on their faces. People could take it with them wherever 

they go. As with books, the Walkman is ultimately a technology of control 

over the experience of urban life (Hosokawa, 1984). 

 

 
Figure 4: The original Walkman portable cassette player 

With the popularity of mobile technologies like smart phones and laptops, it 

might be easy for us to ignore the major impact of the emergence of the 

Walkman, which combines music and mobility. As William Gibson(1993) 



puts it, The Sony Walkman has done more to change human perception than 

any virtual reality gadget. I can’t remember any technological experience 

since that was quite so wonderful as being able to take music and move it 

through landscapes and architecture. According to Gibson, it is the 

combination of individual nature of the headphone with the mobility of the 

subject that make it an important technological development. The Walkman 

provided the uniqueness to let the user control the sounds of the space they 

moved through. By filtering out the sounds of the city and replacing them 

with a personalized soundtrack, the spaces of the city became almost filmic. 

Many users feel like they are walking through a movie where all the people 

and surroundings are responding to the soundtrack. 

 

Obviously, there is also no convincing evidence showing that the Walkman 

has led to a withdrawal from the public space; instead, it reshaped the 

experience of place and filtering out the auditory nature of the environment, 

let people to customize their music choice to match the spaces they move 

through. 

 

2.3  Smart Phones 

The mobile phone has probably gained more attention than any other mobile 

technologies when it comes to the discussion on interactions with people 

and public spaces. Like the book and the Walkman, mobile phones are 

claimed to privatize public spaces when individuals are engaged in a 

personal conversation with distant others or with their heads down looking 

at the screen. It is again a topic about how the invasion of the public by the 

private has been treated as the main cause of disconnecting users form their 

surroundings. But do individuals really need to use mobile phones to 

disconnect themselves from the physical environment remains to be seen.  

 

Similar to what we have discussed in other filters, the use of smart phones 



actually enables us to selectively interact with our surroundings. While 

reading a book, we can easily avoid unpleasant eye contact; we can also 

enjoy the walk along the city street with any type of music and make the 

whole experience more cinematic. With the smart phone, we can even 

achieve more in terms of these controls over experience, that is, redefine the 

location. From what we have known before, "location" refers to a spot on a 

map with fixed geographical features. However, the meaning of "location" 

is broadened after the implement of "location-awareness technology" in our 

mobile phones and this might make our relationships to certain locations 

even stronger. For instance, we can easily add an extra layer of information 

on a map, like reviews or photos; The application called Museum of London 

Street Museum (Figure 3) allows you to view historic images of the city 

which coordinate with your physical location.  

 

Figure 5: The application The Museum of London Street Museum 

Like the bluriness between the public and private, the meaning of physical 

and digital spaces is also merged. As de Souza e Silva puts it: "it 

investigates how the use of mobile technologies as connection interfaces 

blurs the traditional borders between physical and digital spaces" (Adriana 

de Souza e Silva, 2006). With the popularity of smart phone use and the 

development of location-awareness technologies. New hybridized spaces 

will be formed (Mimi Sheller and John Urry, 2003). We have more 

accessibility to the information of a place than before. And we also need to 



find new ways to react to the changes in socialbility and our communication 

patterns rather than simply go for technological determinism. 

 

3 Conclusion 

In the age of mobile technologies, we can experience connectivity and 

conveniences wherever we go. Because of the overuse of the mobile phone, some 

people argue that some mobile technologies push us apart from each other and 

they even contributes to the death of public spaces by privatizing them. In my 

view, however, it is not accurate to blame those mobile technologies for the death 

of public spaces and lack of conversation among strangers. There are a number of 

causes for the result that people in big cities tend to be alone and separate from 

each other.  

 

The fast urbanization and the movement from rural to urban have led to the 

growing population and increasing amount of random stimulations in big cities. 

Thus people have longed to develop new ways to manage their daily experiences 

in the city, that is to better control their interactions with the surroundings. Like 

our bodies, clothes, shoes and languages, we need some "filters" to help us 

interact with the world. Mobile technologies are among these filters, because they 

enable us to filter out information and focus on those that really matters. Books 

help us to filter out visual information and avoid eye contact with strangers but 

we are still connected with the surroundings with senses of hearing and touch. 

Earphones help us to filter out the random noises in life and add a layer of 

pleasant soundtrack while also experiencing the environment visually. After the 

emergence of the smart phone and related technologies like the Internet and 

location-awareness technologies, we can even exert more control over our 

experience and the surroundings. Locations do not just contain the coordinates 

anymore. People using smart phones can freely customize the information they 

want to add to the cyber space, which is usually connected with a physical place. 

So the hybridized space is formed, which means we do not experience our world 



just physically or digitally. They both exist. Our life is a mix of different types of 

experiences that we can exert control over. 

 

Living without those mobile technologies is like being naked in our physical 

surroundings. We could be vulnerable and get lost in the endless reality, because 

we cannot easily filter out those overwhelming information and stimulations that 

we experience in urban life. And sometimes we also need to carve out our own 

life experience in order to maintain our individuality. The fact that we are more 

isolated from each other in physical world is true, but it is also a truth that we 

cannot live without mobile technologies. Rather than blaming them for 

contributing to the increasing distance between individuals, we'd better think 

more on how to make better use of those technologies to create a better urban life. 
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Transcript of voice-over: 

 

What does it mean, to be naked...... 

 

Standing in a world of strangers, 

in the space of heterogeneity. 

lost within the vast expanse of time and space 

we are all unique, 

and yet indifferent and anonymous 

 

Overwhelmed by the crowd 

Trapped in the endless reality... 

Again faced with ourselves and look at every square inch of our own bodies 

There is nothing but the limitless... 

 



Ashamed of the nothing we wear in our voices and faces 

My soul is looking for a place to rest... 

 

I put up my earphone and try to make up a story of my own... 

Open a book and in I strode. Left my chair, my house, my road... 

I can be anywhere... Free from distractions 

I can be anyone, anything... at any moment 

 

Yet, I'm still living in this world 

Interacting with the surroundings 

This time, I maintain part of myself 

 

But deep down in my mind 

There is one thing I know that I know 

You fight or surrender 

You win or lose, 

You do or don't 

We still keep the choice 

 

Turn off the soundtrack and let the noise covers all our senses 

Stripping down the heavy clothes 

and let the sun shine through our bodies 

like scattered leaves. 

Surrounded by all that can be called reality 

As if I don't own my body anymore 

 

Again, I ask myself 

What does it mean, to be naked...... 

 


