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While the movement of goods between India and China are usually 

discussed in terms of trade, these imported and exported 

objects have lives that far exceed their financial value. They 

enter into dialogical relationships with people and their 

desires, values and practices to create new interactions, 

concepts and spaces; a politics that complicates conventional 

understandings of geopolitical exchange. This book traces the 

itineraries of cameras.
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The Network Provider

After registering himself as a 

partner with HUAWEI sometime 

around 2008 Hitesh started 

visiting Shenzhen to acquire 

cables, servers, routers, 

cameras, monitors and other 

peripherals for his networking 

company. He would usually 

tie up with a Hong Kong based 

forwarding agent who would 

arrange for the transport 

of shipment from Shenzhen 

to Mumbai. The forwarding 

agents had their warehouses 

in the New Territories of 

Hong Kong and the goods were 

delivered there. From there, 

the ships would 
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leave for all over the world. Today in 2021, 

Hitesh prides himself as a Gold Partner 

of Huawei, which means he can directly 

place orders with the company and also get 

invited to large annual meets every year 

in Shenzhen along with fifty thousand other 

partners from all over the world. They are 

all put up in luxurious hotels in Shenzhen 

during these meets. Non-Gold Partners 

however have to go through distributors of 

HUAWEI, who handle all the transportation 

logistics, but take a commission in return. 

In India Ingram Micro is considered to be 

one of the biggest distributors of HUAWEI. 

In 2014, Hitesh realised that he was 

required to trade in US Dollars because the 

fluctuations in Indian Rupees with respect 

to the US Dollars would dent his revenues. 

He soon established an office in Singapore, 

from where he could trade in US Dollars. 

This hedged him against the currency 

fluctuations. His company in Mumbai provides 

a range of networking services including 

CCTV management to various organisations. 
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CCTV Cameras

In 2009 after the terrorist attacks in 

Mumbai, the Police Department directed all 

organisations to install closed circuit 

television cameras. Most private educational 

institutions, hospitals, municipal offices, 

etc.installed these cameras. Following 

these a few elite housing condominiums 

also installed them in their premises. The 

people who watched the telecasts from these 

cameras first found it very interesting as 

they became voyeurs, looking voyeuristically 

into other people’s lives. But eventually 

the excitement died and not many cared 

about what these cameras were picking 

up. Over time, other cooperative housing 

condominiums also started installing cameras 

as they wanted to discourage people from 

vandalising common property and discipline 

them against uncivil behaviour like throwing 
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garbage in common areas, etc. A resettled 

housing block with around 120 houses whose 

occupants earlier lived in a slum, 

also installed these cameras. As 

usual, the initial excitement to watch 

the camera-feeds on the screens was 

very high. After a few months, a worried 

man from the building started visiting the 

office where the screens were installed and 

requesting the feeds 

from the previous 

night. He heard 

scuffled noises in 

the common corridors 

between the houses 

of people speaking 

during the nights and 

could not sleep. He suspected that his floor 

was haunted by ghosts and wondered if the 

cameras picked them up. 
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Remote Surveillance

The security industry of Gurgaon has been 

substantially proliferating with numerous 

enterprises selling 

CCTVs, access control 

systems, attendance 

r e c o r d e r s , 

automated gates 

and doors, 

mobile jammers, 

c o n v e r s a t i o n 

recorders, video 

door phones, 

alarms, etc. One 

finds all kinds of 

cameras installed 

everywhere in Gurgaon – 

there are cameras inside and outside 

the boundary walls of the gated enclaves, 
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in lobbies, staircases, doors of houses, 

lifts, restaurants, shops, malls, gardens 

and even within houses sometimes. The most 

recent practice is to install cameras inside 

the houses and monitor them via the internet 

– these cameras relay their recordings live 

to the owners of the house twenty-four 

seven via the internet. This kind of remote 

surveillance is becoming increasingly 

popular not only with people going on long 

holidays, but also with people who spend 

most of their time outside their houses. 

More than the fear of burglars, these people 

feel the need to watch the servants working 

in their house – as they can watch them on 

their cell phones. They seem to get a kick, 

a strange sense of power, out of watching 

others moving through their belongings.
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Road Safety Officers (RSOs)

Gurgaon’s legendary 

traffic jams and 

road safety issues 

have given rise to 

a burgeoning breed 

of RSOs – Road Safety officers. These are 

ordinary citizens who devote a few hours 

of the week for traffic management and road 

safety issues. They regularly meet with the 

traffic department of Gurgaon and strategize 

traffic management. They are given access to 

video cameras to record traffic flow, analyse 

it and suggest remedial measures. Some claim 

to have eased traffic woes in several places 

in Gurgaon. The Gurgaon Police, to augment 

its force is constantly on the lookout for 

RSOs. RSOs need not be highly qualified. All 

they need is common sense and some knowledge 
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of basic traffic rules.
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Spy Camera Collector

Kishore Jain’s father owned a shop at 

Lamington Road since the 1970s, when 

they sold tape recorders, watches and 

radios. When Kishore took over the 

shop in the late 1990s, they started 

selling computer hardware, software 

peripherals. In 2010, he bought a new 

shop down the lane, which is 

managed by his son. 

B u t Kishore likes to 

s i t in this shop as this 

shop is installed with CCTV 

cameras looking at the street 

and the shop, watching the 

customers and random passerby.  

This shop sells CCTV cameras, 

security systems, spy cameras and 

spy bugs, computer hardware, software 
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peripherals and solutions, projectors, 

memory cards, power SMPS, adaptors, 

spike guards, video door phones, 

biometric systems, fire alarm systems. It 

is a large shop with two floors. Kishore 

usually sits on the upper floor where the 

screens are. He spends hours watching 

his employees and customers on the two 

screens. Since the mid 2000s there has 

been a large demand for security cameras 

from offices and residential buildings. 

Kishore’s son Mahindra 

has a fascination f o r s p y 

cameras. He p r o c u r e s 

cameras that can be hidden in a 

cap, recorders that 

look like shirt buttons, 

sunglasses with a built in 

voice recorder. Though the customers 

who visit the shop are enamoured by 

these cameras, they seldom buy it. 

There are only a few people who come 

looking for such cameras. But Mahindra 

does not usually store these cameras 

with an expectation that they would be 

bought, these are more of a collection 

for him. 
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Pen Camera

Finally after saving some money, Madhav was 

able to buy a pen with a camera. He was 

fascinated with movies that showed cameras 

in watches, on spectacles, etc. He used 

to assemble velvet making machines in the 

industrial towns around Mumbai like Surat, 

Vapi, Bhiwandi, etc. But since the automatic 

Chinese machines had entered the market, he 

would now only get jobs of repairing older 

machines. But his desire had always been to 

be a spy and collected many objects like 

invisible ink pens, magnifying glasses, 

rubber gloves, etc. He would usually carry 

some of these objects in his pocket. The pen 

with the camera was his newest procurement. 

His son had a computer where he was able to 

download the images that he captured. But 

this camera was cheap and the images were 
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generally pixelated. Now he is collecting 

money to buy a high resolution pen camera. 

 



18



Itinerant Desires looks at the lives of some ‘usual and unusual 

commodities’ as they travel from China to India to inhabit a 

transactional object/space, a scaffold. This scaffold draws 

its form from the urbanity of Mumbai, where high densities and 

intensities of built form create new vectors for activities, 

networks, and livelihoods while providing, in the museum, a 

space for intimacies and rest. 
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