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Preface 

To get a perspective on the rise of the mobile telephone, it is 
perhaps appropriate to start with an ode to the past, namely 
the eclipsing of the phone booth by the mobile phone. Indeed, 
the mobile phone is helping to push the telephone booth 
into history. 

People born since the mid-1990s may never set foot in a 
phone booth. Thanks to mobile telephones, most of them 
have, or will soon have, the ability to reach anyone else they 
want to, regardless of either person's location. They will never 
have to deal with the search for an evasive phone booth in an 
unfamiliar location. They will not have to rummage madly for 
a dime (or a krone or a pound or a frank) to buy a few minutes 
oftime. In short, they will not fully understand the way that the 
phone booth was a shared experience and cultural icon. 

Future generations will never really understand that a phone 
booth was a place where hearts could swell or be broken ("Do 
you really want to go steady?"); where invitations were received 
and meetings arranged ("The party is at Frank's house? Great! 
We'll be there with the beer soon"); where important informa
tion was recovered ("What was Emil's address again, I wrote it 
down but I lost the piece of paper?"); and where deals could be 
done and undone. 

The phone booth was also the location for different types 
of hi-jinks including prank calls, petty vandalism and phone 
booth stuffing (the record for stuffing a booth is variously 
reported as being 22, 24 and 25 persons). The phone booth 
played a role in a variety of films including Alfred Hitchcock's 
The Birds and Clint Eastwood's Dirty Harry. It is where the 
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stumbling spy Maxwell Smart enters into CONTROL head
quarters and it is where Clark Kent somehow transforms 
himself into Superman. (What did Clark do with the suit 
of clothes he was wearing? Is it somehow returned to him 
as though from the dry cleaners or did Superman leave his 
suits piled up on the floor of different phone booths around 
Metropolis?) On the darker side, the phone booth is a frequent 
setting where movie murderers, blackmailers, kidnappers, 
extortionists and all-round bad guys made anonymous, 
untraceable calls outlining their demands or proclaiming 
their - usually temporary- invincibility. 

The phone booth was a symbol of temporary shelter, home
lessness and a nomadic lifestyle. Bruce Springsteen talked about 
sheltering himself in a phone booth on cold winter nights and 
calling his girlfriend. In another case, the oddly placed Mojave 
phone booth became a cult location - and phone number -
given its anomalous placement miles and miles from any major 
road, building or normal semblance of civilization. 

In their time, phone booths were a stylish bit of architec
ture. The classic British phone booth was designed by the 
architect Sir George Gilbert Scott who, when not working on 
what were also referred to as "silence cabinets," found the 
time to design the Liverpool Anglican Cathedral, Waterloo 
Bridge, the library at the University of Cambridge and the 
Bodleian Library at Oxford. Some suggest, rather morbidly, 
that Scott's design was inspired by the tomb of Sir John Sloane 
in St. Pancras' Gardens- to which it does, incidentally, bear a 
passing resemblance. 

The phone booth is the past. Since the mid-198os, we 
have seen the rise of a device that is slowly but surely replac
ing the phone booth, namely the mobile phone. The mobile 
phone is becoming the locus of the calls that mark the differ
ent phases of our lives. Lovers are cooing to one another; bad 
guys are making demands; teens are texting with their friends; 
profit-driven young bucks are trying to move the markets; and 
parents are trying to keep up with the delivery of children to a 

spectrum ofbirthday parties, soccer practices and after-school 
engagements. Farmers in India are using the mobile phone to 
check the price of rice at the local markets, Filipina maids in 
Singapore are using it to send money home to their families, 
and entrepreneurs all around the world are buying, selling and 
arranging their affairs via the device. 

The mobile telephone is also becoming a cultural icon in 
its own terms. The style, model and features of a phone all 
play into the image that we display to the world. Children can 
buy toy mobile phones or balloons in the shape of the device. 
They feature in films, and the release of an iPhone or the most 
recent keitai (the Japanese word for mobile phone) can make 
the headlines. The mobile phone is even generating its own 
form of offbeat contests, such as the mobile phone throwing 
competition (the current record seems to be 89 meters). 

The mobile phone also has a much broader exposure than 
did the phone booth. The so-called "telephone ladies" (women 
who run a small independently owned mobile phone-based 
telephone service in Bangladeshi villages) provided, often 
for the first time, a local telephone service for their villages 
with a shared telephone link to the broader world. Whether 
formal or informal- just a lawn chair, an umbrella and some 
minutes to re-sell - "Public" mobile phones have spread fur
ther and faster than the public call offices (PCOs) offered by 
most landline companies in the developing world ever did or 
could. Ironically, as with the traditional telephone booth, the 
telephone lady in Bangladesh and the public mobile phone 
in Ghana are also being replaced by individual ownership of 
mobile phones. As we will see below, the private ownership 
of mobile phones is skyrocketing across the developing world, 
while in many more prosperous countries there are now more 
mobile phone subscriptions than there are people. 

We are moving out of the box - the phone box - to what 
Coffman called "the un-boothed" phone. This book examines 
the incredibly rapid spread of the mobile phone around the 
world, and how we are adapting to its presence. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction: the quarter
century beyond the Maitland 
Commission Report 

1 Introduction 

In 1982, a conference with the imposing name of "The 
Plenipotentiary Conference of the International Telecommuni
cation Union" formed a commission to take up the question of 
access to telephones in the developing world. Two years later, 
that commission, chaired by Sir Donald Maitland, issued its 
report with the equally imposing title, The Missing Link: Report of 
the Independent Commission for Worldwide Telecommunications 
Development. 

What many policymakers today call simply "The Maitland 
Report" outlined the impact of telecommunications on the 
effective operation of public service, commerce, health serv
ices, agriculture, banking services, etc. (Maitland, 1984, 7), 
and examined how telecommunication facilitates coordina
tion and makes transport systems more effective. But it is 
best remembered for its stark, sweeping statistics describing 
the discrepancies in telecommunication services between the 
developed and developing worlds. The report noted that more 
than so percent of the world's population then lived in coun
tries with less than 1 telephone for every 100 people, and that 
many of those telephones belonged to offices and businesses, 
out of reach of everyday citizens. In many countries, it argued, 
there was literally no telecommunications service outside the 
more populated towns and cities. Writing in an era before the 
widespread use of the internet and mobile telephones, the 
commission lamented: "More than half the world's popula
tion live in countries with fewer than 10 million telephones 



between them and most of these are in the main cities; two
thirds of the world's population have no access to telephone 
services. Tokyo has more telephones than the whole of the 
African continent, with its population of soo million people" 
(Maitland, 1984, 13). 

The commission was not blind to the march of technologi
cal innovations occurring in global telecommunications at 
the time. Its report discusses the possibility of using radio in 
lieu of wired landlines in the service of supplying telephony. 
It saw microwave systems as an alternative to long-distance 
trunk lines, satellite systems as serious alternatives for the 
provision of telephony to rural areas, and terrestrial radio as 
a way to extend telephony's reach. In the only real mention of 
what would become the mobile telephone system, the report's 
authors argue: "Improving the effective utilization of the fre
quency spectrum is possible by using the cellular concept and 
other methods of dynamic frequency assignment" (Maitland, 
1984, 31). However, seen with a quarter-century's remove, it 
is clear that the Maitland Commission largely failed to pre
dict the role cellular-based mobile communication would play 
in revolutionizing the accessibility of telecommunications 
around the world. 1 

To be fair, when the members of the Maitland Commission 
were at work on their report, mobile telephony was still 
in its infancy - not yet even considered a yuppie plaything. 
Experiments in 1969 had used a cellular system to place 
calls on an Amtrak train traveling between New York City 
and Washington, DC. Only a few years later, in 1973, Martin 
Cooper placed the first commercial call on a handheld mobile 
phone in New York. However, in 1984, the commercialization 
of the Global System for Mobile Communication (GSM)- the 
form of mobile communication that is most widely adopted -
was still a decade in the future. 

This, the picture painted by the Maitland Report, in many 
ways serves as a baseline against which to measure the digital 
telecommunications revolution that has followed. We have seen 

a dramatic change in our access to telephony, and in particu
lar to mobile communication. Inexpensive and used handsets 
have made it possible for more of the world to partake of these 
signals. According to the International Telecommunications 
Union, which keeps track of these things, there were 3·3 billion 
mobile subscriptions by the end of 2007- approximately 1 for 
every second person in the world (ITU, 2oo8a) -and recent 
figures suggest the 4 billionth subscription became active at 
the end of 2008 (Cellular News, 2oo8; ITU, 2oo8b). 

Unlike landlines, these billions of mobile handsets rarely 
hang on walls or sit on office desks. Instead, mobiles belong 
most commonly to individuals, who can carry one or more of 
them around wherever they go. As we will discuss in more 
detail in the pages that follow, mobile phone users are more 
reachable than ever before, and can reach out to others more 
easily than ever before. If the explosion in connectivity is the 
first major theme of the mobile boom, then this new level of 
reachability is the second. 

This dramatic explosion in mobile telephony since the pub
lication of the Maitland Report is a one-time occurrence. We 
will never see it again. In this book, we wish to examine the 
consequences of that change and to explore how it is working 
its way through society. We will look at how it affects the lives 
of people from around the world and how academicians are 
trying to describe its impact. We will look at the positive as well 
as the negative impacts of the mobile phone. Finally, we will 
examine how the mobile phone provides us for the first time 
with a mediated form of individual addressability. 

Transitions such as this are rare, yet it is in such moments 
that the interaction - or should we say clash - between the 
technology and the accepted way of doing things gives us a 
chance to see the inner functioning of society. To put this into 
a sociological perspective, it is as though we are experienc
ing a type of breaching experiment (Garfinkel, 1967). Those 
who are familiar with Garfinkel's breaching experiments 
know that they were designed to give us the opportunity to see 



how we respond when the rules of society are changed. The 
unprecedented altering of expectations shows us how people 
understand the unforeseen situation and how they patch 
together a way of making sense. 

In many respects, common questions and tensions sur
rounding mobile communication use allow us to take stock 
of what constitutes appropriate social interaction. Do mobile 
phones encourage political protest? Do we need to respect the 
sanctity of time-based appointments since we can easily rene
gotiate them as needed? What are our feelings towards free 
communication between teens? Should we always be available 
to everybody? What attentions do we owe co-present interac
tion when competing with the allures of talking with a friend? 

The transition from a world of landlines to a world of 
mobiles provides us with a unique chance to gain insight into 
how a personal technology affects social organization, both for 
the better and for the worse. After the boom is complete and 
mobile use becomes the worldwide norm, it will become harder 
once again to discern these interactions between mobile com
munication and society. If we squander this chance to study 
mobile use, it will not come again. 

2 Increased connectivity: mobiles sweep 
the world 

The first decade of the twenty-first century may be remembered 
as the historical moment when the majority of the world's popu
lation first secured easy and affordable access to telephones. Of 
course, the telephone was invented in the nineteenth century, 
and it steadily gained in popularity and complexity through
out the twentieth century. In fact, between 1976 and 2000, 
the number oflandlines in use nearly quadrupled. By the turn 
of the millennium, there were 1. 7 billion telephones on the 
planet: 983 million landlines, and 740 million mobiles. 

While the PC and the internet have received much atten
tion, it is the mobile telephone that has enjoyed a quick and 

"' c 
0 

:§. 
~ 

..0 
::> 
Vl 

0 
"' c 
~ 
05 

4.5 

4 

3.5 

3 

2.5 

2 

1.5 

0.5 

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 
(est.) 

Sources: ITU, GSM Association 

Figure I.I Worldwide landline and mobile subscriptions, 
1975-20!0 (est.) 

broad level of adoption. In 2006, there were about 10 inter
net and 32 mobile phone users per 100 persons in the world 
(ITU, 2oo8a). The telecommunications story of the first 
decade of the twenty-first century is undoubtedly mobile. 
Between 2001 and 2010 the planet will probably add another 
400 million landlines, and a staggering 3 billion new mobile 
subscriptions. If these estimates about the near future are to 
be believed, there may be over 5·4 billion telephone subscrip
tions on the planet in 2010, 1.4 billion landlines and at least 
4 billion mobile subscriptions (Cellular News, 2oo8; GSM 
Association, 2oo8; ITU, 2oo8b). 

We stress "may" at this point, because both the historical 
and projected estimates in figure 1.1 are aggregations, compro
mises and best guesses (James & Versteeg, 2007; Sutherland, 
2oo8). The staff of the International Telecommunication 
Union, a UN body in Geneva, has gathered estimates by que
rying member states and telecommunication companies (or 
"telecoms") from around the world, who in turn have gathered 
their estimates by polling individual operators and national 
regulators. They have settled on subscriptions, in overall and 



per-person terms, as a common mode of measuring and com
paring mobile use around the world and over time. 

Counting subscriptions, however, can be problematic since 
many users are missed in the count. Some users will take 
advantage of formal mobile payphones that are run as busi
nesses (Aminuzzaman, Baldersheim & Jamil, 2003; Bayes, 
zoor), while others use informal ones where payment can 
be in the form of reciprocity (Sey, zoo6). Countless others 
will share phones within a family (Chavan, 2007; Goodman, 
zoos; Konkka, 2003; Samuel, Shah & Hadingham, zoos), to 
place and receive calls even if they cannot afford a handset 
or subscription of their own. In some cases, subscribers pur
chase only the SIM card2 and borrow the handset of a friend 
or neighbor until they can afford a handset. Looking at the 
situation in Asia, Zainudeen et al. (2007) found that, across 
four countries with relatively low aggregate mobile phone 
penetration (Pakistan, Thailand, the Philippines and Sri 
Lanka), something over 90 percent of the respondents had 
used a phone in the previous three months. They reported 
that 8o percent of the respondents were within a five-minute 
walk to the nearest telephone. 

In other ways, counting subscriptions can overestimate the 
number of people with a subscription, or the number of active 
subscriptions. We have seen numerous countries surpass 
roo percent in terms of penetration. For example, in 2006 
the ITU reported that Norway had ro8.6 subscriptions per 
roo persons. Yet during the same period, data from a random 
sample of r,ooo Norwegians aged r3 or older indicated that 
92.8 percent "Owned their own mobile phone."3 When asked, 
about 7 percent of the teen and adult population said that they 
did not have a mobile phone. If there are ro8.6 subscriptions 
per roo persons but only 92.8 percent of the people over r3 
say they have a mobile phone, something is clearly awry with 
the numbers. Apart from "dead" subscriptions (subscriptions 
that are still on the telecom's books but which the subscriber 
no longer uses), it is clear that some people have more than 

one subscription. In the year zooo, about r3 percent of teens 
in Norway reported that they had two or more telephone 
subscriptions (Ling, 2004). The motivation is often to save 
money by "SIM switching," that is, for example, selecting the 
subscription that is the least expensive at a given time during 
the day. Similarly, although many prepay SIMs are discarded 
by users, operators sometimes carry these dead and dying 
subscriptions on their books for months or years after users 
have given them up. 

Thus, while estimates suggest that by zoro there will 
be at least S·4 billion fixed and mobile subscriptions on the 
planet, this does not mean that S·4 billion people own a 
telephone. Nevertheless, we can get closer to a back-of-the
envelope estimate of the number of telephone owners in a 
couple of steps. First, we discount the mobile figures for over
counting subscribers. Sutherland (zoo8) suggests that, of the 
3·3 billion mobile subscriptions active at the end of 2007, per
haps soo,ooo should be removed as over-counts. Keeping that 
same proportionality, if we discount the newer 4 billion mark 
by the same proportion Sutherland uses, we would arrive at 
an estimate of 3·4 billion active mobile subscriptions. Second, 
we can discount the mobile figures by contrasting those who 
have a mobile subscription and a landline subscription, and 
those who have only a mobile subscription. Hamilton (2003) 
contrasts mobile phones as complements (among users who 
add a mobile line to a fixed line) and as substitutes (among 
those who have only a mobile). In prosperous countries, some 
people, particularly youth, are giving up landlines by choice 
(Blumberg & Luke, 2007). For hundreds of millions of other 
users, particularly in the developing world, the mobile is the 
only affordable option. With this distinction in place, we can 
isolate the mobiles used as substitutes for landlines as the ones 
that add to the proportion of the world's population that has a 
telephone. To be conservative, let's assume that in zoro there 
will be 1.4 billion landlines and 3·4 billion active mobile sub
scriptions. Let's further presume that every single landline in 
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the world is paired with a complementary mobile- that the first 
1.4 billion mobile subscriptions sold do nothing at all to raise 
the proportion of the world's population owning a telephone. 
That would still leave 2 billion unpaired, substitutive mobile 
subscriptions in 2010. Roughly speaking, 2 billion "mobile 
only" subscribers and 1.4 billion "landline plus mobile" sub
scribers, would sum to 3-4 billion subscribers ... just about 
"half the world" of 6.8 billion people by 2010. 

Until we have worldwide surveys counting users rather 
than subscriptions, our numbers will remain approximate. 
However, the relatively recent arrival, and even more recent 
sudden uptake, of mobile use around the world is staggering. 
The arrival of mobiles has, in one decade, roughly tripled the 
total number of ways to connect to the world's telecommuni
cation grid (so too have PCs and internet telephony, but that's 
a story for another day). At the same time, perhaps 2 billion 
people acquired their first telephone during the decade. 

Most of these new first -time telephone owners will be mobile 
owners, and most of them are in the developing world. As of 
2008, 58 percent of the world's mobile phones are in these 
countries (UNCTAD, 2008). As figure 1.2 illustrates, China is 
the world's largest mobile market; India will soon overtake the 
USA as the second largest (IE Market Research, 2oo8). Figure 
1.2 also illustrates that, even with this recent surge in mobile 
use, mobile subscriptions are not evenly distributed across the 
globe. Of the ten countries with the most mobile subscribers 
in 2007, four were from large prosperous nations in the Global 
North, five were large nations in the developing world (Global 
South), and one, Russia, is a transitional economy. Although 
the gap is closing, the prosperous nations have higher pen
etrations (use per 100 citizens) of mobile subscriptions than 
poorer nations. Like Norway, mentioned above, Germany and 
Italy (shown on figure 1.2) each have more mobile subscrip
tions than people; India had the lowest penetration among the 
top-ten markets with less than 20 mobiles per 100 persons. 
Eritrea (1.44 per 100) and the tiny islands of Kiribati (0.75 per 
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Figure 1.2 Where the mobiles are, 2007 

100) had the lowest penetrations among all countries report
ing data to the ITU in 2007. 

Why the boom? It is usually less expensive to install and 
maintain a cellular tower to serve a neighborhood or village 
than it is to bring the necessary landline cables across landscape 
into individual households. This fundamental difference has 
changed the coverage-access-ownership equation (Donner, 
2005; Dymond & Oestmann, 2003) for millions of people who 
were unable to own a landline, or even in some cases walk to a 
payphone. Indeed the World Bank estimates that, by 2005, 77 
percent of the world's population lived under a mobile signal 
(World Bank Global ICT Department, 2005). 

This increase in what is known as "teledensity" has social 
impacts in more prosperous parts of the world, as well. In one 
such area, namely Scandinavia, material from the national 
census bureau in Norway revealed that, quite literally, all 
15-year-olds had a mobile phone.4 That is, the national census 
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bureau with their advanced forms of random selection and their 
exhaustive survey recruitment techniques were not able to find 
I5-year-olds who did not have a telephone. This, too, is a pro
found change, one with social implications for family dynamics, 
for public safety and public protest, for work-life balance and 
for the meaning of adolescence itsel£ We will revisit some of 
these questions in the next section, and later in the book. 

3 Increased reachability: social consequences 
of the mobile phone 

The mobile telephone changes the way we communicate with 
one another. Instead of calling to a fixed geographical location 
as is the practice with the landline device, we call to an indi
vidual, wherever they may be. It also allows us to interlace our 
telephonic communications (and our text messages) into the 
weave of our other activities. 

The mobile phone has developed into a type of safety link 
for those who would otherwise be tied to physical locations. 
It has changed the way that we coordinate, or perhaps micro
coordinate, our meetings and our daily interactions. It has 
become the de rigueur accessory and it has given rise to the 
practice of text messaging. It has changed the way that teens 
interact with parents and with peers and it has changed the 
dynamics of social networks and the development of social 
cohesion. 

In a very short time, the device has had a major impact on 
the way we interact and organize our lives. Mobile telephones 
are used by teens to make and break appointments and to keep 
their friends updated. Texting, a concept that barely existed 
a decade ago, is used by teens and interestingly also by deaf 
persons to communicate (Bakken, 2005). It can be used by 
students to keep track of their social network while they are in 
class and it can be used by groupies to follow the movements 
of celebrities such as the UK's Prince William or, for those 
with a more decadent bent, Paris Hilton. 

Lovers use the mobile to exchange endearments. Soccer 
Moms (and Dads) coordinate their kid's next pick-up. 
Protestors use mobile to outwit police and rattle governments. 
In the developing world it has spawned "telephone ladies" 
in Bangladesh (Singhal, Svenkerud & Flydal, 2002) and 
"umbrella ladies"5 in Ghana (Sey, 2006), not to mention text
ing matchmakers in the Philippines (Ellwood-Clayton, 2003). 
Fishermen in the Indian state of Kerala use the device to find 
the best price for their daily catch (Jensen, 2007). Stressed-out 
small business owners around the world grab their handsets to 
take orders and find suppliers (Donner, 2005). Many workers, 
formerly desk-bound, can carry out their jobs while away from 
the office or even during leisure time- for example, you could 
be a poolside real estate sales person. The mobile phone is also 
used in the pursuit of "alternative" and more seedy business 
transactions such as prostitution and narcotics sales. In short, 
billions of people in every country on earth use the mobile 
to arrange important (and not so important) affairs. No task 
seems to be too large or too small for the mobile phone. 

The actual mobile telephone - that is, the physical hand
set that we carry with us - can be as simple as a small plastic 
device with few functions beyond the ability to send and receive 
calls. At the other end of the scale, they can be elaborate gold 
and jewel-encrusted pieces of wearable art. They can be a $r5 
recycled or bootlegged device bought from a small stall in a 
dusty market in Bangalore, or can be powerful "smartphones" 
allowing for a spectrum of communication and data-related 
functions. Some call it the "Swiss Army knife" (Jenkins, 2006) 
of technologies since, in addition to being a communications 
device, it is becoming a camera, a photo album, a rolodex, 
an e-mail reader and a calendar. There are also devices that 
provide location information, and can also function as a small
change purse, a bus ticket and a mini-notebook. 

It is not strange that the device has gained an iconic status. 
There are balloons shaped as mobile telephones; small children 
play with and even make their own "dummy" mobile telephones; 
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Steve Jobs created a sensation by introducing the iPhone. In 
Ghana, it is possible to buy fantasy coffins made in the form of a 
mobile telephone. Thus, it is not simply a functional device, but 
has entered into our symbolic panoply (Katz, 2006). 

4 Theoretical lenses 

For millions of people who have lived without telephony, 
mobiles provide basic connectivity: a way to gather information 
and to be in contact with the world. Further, mobile commu
nication makes each of us directly addressable, regardless 
of where we may be. It allows for the interlacing of different 
activities. We can attend a lecture and at the same time arrange 
via SMS (Short Message Service) to meet a friend for coffee 
afterwards. In these small but persistent ways, it supports the 
development of social cohesion among persons in the intimate 
sphere and it gives us the means to control interactions in ways 
that were not possible before. For these reasons, it is clear that 
the mobile phone plays an increasingly important and central 
role in many people's daily lives, and has consequences for the 
societies we live in. 

There are several relevant theoretical lenses we can use to 
account for and understand many of these changes. Some 
scholars have applied existing theories of communication 
technologies to the "new" case of the mobile phone, with
out fundamentally altering those broader theoretical lenses. 
Others have developed theories more specific to the mobile. 
We will review some of the more notable theoretical applica
tions below. However, given the broad ranges of disciplines, 
methodologies and theoretical perspectives of the research
ers involved, we do not expect a single, integrated "theory of 
mobile communications" to comprehensively cover all the 
issues at hand. We assert that the diversity of interpretations 
of the mobile's overall impact and interactions with society are 
driven as much by the diversity of theories at work as by the 
complexity of mobile use itself. 

In fact, even the question of what a "mobile phone" or 
"mobile communication" is is a matter of some debate. People 
make voice calls on mobiles, which opens the technology for 
comparison with exiting assessments of landline telephones 
(de Sola Pool, 1977; Fischer, 1992). People send text messages, 
which, as an asynchronous, peer-to-peer practice might have 
some attributes in common with e-mail or instant messaging 
(IM), but might be better served by fresh assessments of the 
text message as a medium unto itself (Harper, Palen & Taylor, 
2005). Beyond that, the sky's the limit. Mobile web browsers 
beg to be understood vis-a-vis traditional web experiences. 
Camera phones open one to theories of popular photogra
phy (Chalfen, 1987); embedded MP3 players might require a 
look at the research on portable media players and the origi
nal Walkman (Bull, 2oor). Even the tiny "occasional games" 
might be understood by drawing on broader theories of games 
and society (Rheingold, 2002). 

At the same time, the "Swiss Army knife" that is the modern 
mobile phone sets up a conundrum of convergence - the 
modern mobile phone is a central actor in "convergence cul
ture," in which various media intermingle across multiple 
platforms, and are consumed, re-cut, republished and re
appropriated by active users in unpredictable ways (Jenkins, 
2006). We'll return to some of these convergence themes later 
on. However, for the most part, we have elected to keep the 
primary focus ofboth this overview of theory and the book as a 
whole on the practices of voice calls and text messages. While 
the additional functions are useful in many situations - and 
are fascinating to marketers and theoreticians alike - we start 
from the assertion that most people use the device most of the 
time to talk and text to one another. 

4.1 Applications ofbroader theories to the case of the mobile 
Since the mid-r99os, many existing, broader theoretical per
spectives have been brought to bear to understand the adoption 
and use of mobile communication. These cover a full range 



of important questions, from identifYing the drivers of adop
tion to the dimensions of impact on individuals and societies; 
from describing micro-level use in all its complexity to refining 
broad general theories of the nature of information technolo
gies in the production and maintenance of a global social order 
(Donner, 2oo8a). We'll review a few of these theories in the 
pages that follow. 

4.1.1 ADOPTION 

Some questions naturally resurface whenever a new technology 
arrives on the scene: Who chooses to adopt it? Under what condi
tions? And why? For decades, this approach has been almost 
synonymous with Rogers' theory of the diffusion of innova
tions (Rogers, 1995). The application of Rogers' approach to 
the mobile phone is particularly interesting, since in many 
ways, for the general population, the device represented a pre
viously unknown method of using the telephone. Rogers has 
carefully analyzed how new innovations are adopted by society. 
He describes how innovators and then early adopters, etc., each 
adopt a particular innovation in their turn. Each group is moti
vated by different things. Innovators are the people who are 
perhaps most guided by an inner compass. They have a need to 
be the first to use a device or an innovation. They are attuned to 
the information sources that commonly announce the appear
ance of novel developments. They are willing to take chances 
and they are willing to suffer through the various teething 
problems of new technologies. These were the individuals who 
bought the large "lunch-box" -sized mobile phones and started 
to explore their use. Based on the experiences of the innovators, 
the next group, namely the early adopters, start using the prod
uct or service. The early adopters base their decision to adopt 
on the experiences of the innovators. They are more patient and 
they use interpersonal interaction to gather information more 
than the innovators do. This group, however, is a very impor
tant one, in the sense that they legitimate the adoption process. 
When a particular development has survived the critique of the 

innovators, and enough of the rough edges have been knocked 
off of the adoption process, the early adopters start to use it. This 
is an important signal for the groups that follow. The adoption 
of the mobile phone by these central individuals sent a message 
to others that the device was not just for specially interested 
nerds, but had potential for broader use. Following the early 
adopters come what Rogers called "the early majority," the late 
majority and finally there are the laggards. These later groups 
adopt communication devices when there is a critical mass of 
users. 

The issue of critical mass is a special dynamic associated 
with the adoption of communications innovations (technolo
gies designed to allow point-to-point communication, such as 
the fax, the mobile phone or social networking software such 
as Face book) that is not seen with the adoption of stand-alone 
innovations such as MP3 players, digital cameras, etc. This is 
perhaps best seen with the adoption process of the fax machine. 
If there are only a limited number of fax machines to which you 
can send faxes, the device is of little use. However, the value 
of your fax machine indirectly increases with the addition of 
each additional fax machine to the universe of devices, since it 
increases the chance that your interlocutor will have access to a 
fax machine should you need to send him or her a message. As 
the number of mobile phones (or fax machines, or Face book 
subscriptions) increases, they collectively become more used 
as an accepted form of communication and thus it is more dif
ficult to NOT be a user. It is clear that some technologies can 
be superseded by others. The fax machine was supplanted by 
e-mail, IM and social networking and thus is little used today, 
just as the telex machine before it was supplanted by the fax. 
These technologies nonetheless illustrate the dynamics of 
innovation and critical mass. Rogers suggests some of the key 
issues during this process of adoption; however, his analyses 
seemingly stop upon the purchase of the item. 

Designers have often focused on the affordances pers
pective (Gaver, 1991; Gibsen, 1979; Hutchby, 2001; Norman, 



1990; Sellen & Harper, 2002). This approach examines how 
the characteristics of an innovation relate to the way we see 
using it. This type of insight is useful when designing new 
products. It does not necessarily, however, help in understand
ing the broader social consequences. 

4-1.2 IMPACT 

One of the more common theoretical tools for understanding 
technology in society is the idea of technical determinism - it 
is also one of the more common straw horses that gets beaten 
among social scientists. Basically, this says that as a new 
technology is introduced it reformulates society in its image 
(Cottrell, 1945; Mumford, 1963; Sharp, 1952). The classic 
example of this is the Marxian notion of technology determin
ing the form of society. Another example of more technically 
based theories is that of Beniger and his notion of the control 
revolution (see chapter 6). According to Beniger (r986) there 
has been a progressive increase in the speed of production 
processes. This has been accompanied by the need for con
trol processes. As industrial production increased in speed, 
it became obvious that information processing was needed 
to control manufacturing. As trains increased their speed 
and factories spat out goods at faster rates, there was a corre
sponding need to route the trains and to control the logistics 
systems. Beniger suggests that this is the broad motivation 
behind the development of ICTs. He focuses on the issue 
of industrial production. The control technologies spawned 
in that arena have in many cases also been used for social 
as well as commercial purposes. The telegraph, the landline 
telephone and later the integrated circuit, with its legacy of 
computers and mobile phones, have all spilled over into the 
non-commercial sphere. 

A major theoretical direction in communication research is 
the so-called "media effects" approach, which focuses on how 
mass media influence audience attitudes and behavior (see, 
for example, McCombs & Shaw, 1972, on the agenda setting 

function of the media). The assertion here is that the media 
(TV, film, radio programs) are the active partners and that the 
viewer is more the passive recipient of the media's influence. 
The study of mobile communication clearly strains in order 
to apply this approach. In the case of mobile communication, 
the interaction is more often between two interlocutors who 
are each responsible for producing their own "content" in 
the form of contributing to the conversation. The question of 
media effect then becomes not the impact of a relatively pow
erful content producer and a relatively powerless consumer of 
this content, but rather the impact of the mediation system on 
the ongoing interaction between the conversants. 

4·!.3 UsE 
An alternative to the deterministic impact models is the social 
shaping approach, which suggests technologies arise out of 
social contexts and the technologies that are brought forth are 
modified according to the needs of the users (Bijker, Hughes 
& Pinch, 1987). We see that the mobile phone was engineered 
with certain assumptions about how it might be used. This 
included services like caller ID and (with the GSM system) the 
separation of handset manufacture from the operation of the 
telecom networks via the use of the SIM card. These features 
have been used in a variety of ways, including ones that were 
not envisioned by the people involved in the specification of 
the system. Developers perhaps imagined serious business
related uses of mobile communication, while use has come to 
include giggling teens as well as people who are only on the 
margin of the money economy. 

Both the technical determinism and the social shaping 
approaches are useful for understanding the interaction 
between technology and society, but each has its baggage. 
Technical determinism focuses on the brilliant and perhaps 
mdividualistic actions of the inventors. It does not allow for 
~e role of the broader social drift in society. In the social shap
mg approach, the interpretation of a technology is seemingly 



open. It is the users who decide how a technology is applied. 
The mobile phone can, if pressed into service, be a flashlight 
or it can be a bookmark. The uses of the object are seemingly 
completely open. 

If we are interested in examining the social consequences of 
mobile communication, as we are, another approach is fruitful, 
namely the domestication approach. Domestication examines 
how we go through the process of discovering, purchasing and 
integrating artifacts and services into our daily life. In addition, 
it provides a social dimension to understanding the expecta
tions of use. Finally, domestication helps to account for how 
we judge others' use of artifacts (Haddon, 2003; Scifo, 2005; 

Silverstone & Haddon, 1996). 
Domestication examines how an item or a service enters our 

everyday life. Our adoption of the mobile phone, for example, 
often includes a period of considering our actual need for a device 
and, upon deciding that we need to have a mobile phone, which 
device would be appropriate. Upon purchasing a mobile phone, 
the domestication approach helps us to understand the process 
of deciding when and how we use the device. Thus, unlike the 
adoption approach of Rogers, the analysis does not stop with 
the purchase of the artifact, but rather follows the process of 
placing the object or the service into the broader context of our 
daily lives. In addition, it does not focus directly on the issues 
associated with technical determinism or social shaping. There 
is not a sense that technologies automatically reformulate our 
lives in their images, or that the technologies are extremely elas
tic in the ways that they can be used. Rather, domestication says 
that the truth lies somewhere in between. There are advantages 
to technologies that cause us to adopt them, and upon adop
tion they have social consequences - for example, in the case 
of the mobile telephone, it provides basic connectivity, direct 
addressability, interlacing of activities, coordination and con
trol, and social cohesion. In addition, domestication suggests 
that we redefine and adjust our uses of the technology accord
ing to our needs. These needs are not infinitely flexible. Using 

a mobile phone as a shoehorn, for example, does not really 
work. However, within some boundaries, the technology can 
be re-applied to new situations through the inventiveness of 
the users. One final dimension of domestication is that it helps 
to take account ofhow the adoption and use of an artifact colors 
others' estimations of the user. In this way, the domestication 
approach provides a backdrop with which to understand both 
the adoption and social consequences of mobile communica
tion. To develop the metaphor, it also helps to understand the 
taming of the technology, its placement in our lives and finally 
the way that ownership and use of the object become elements 
in others' understanding of who we are. 

It is not surprising that researchers in the cultural studies 
and anthropological traditions have brought a somewhat dif
ferent perspective to the analysis of the mobile. These works 
often approach the mobile as artifact: a physical object, yes, 
but one constructed over time and interpreted, appropriated, 
and understood by communities in diverse ways, depending 
on social context, private need, and public display and obser
vation. Recent examples of this perspective include Goggin 
(2oo6), who projects current use well forward into the prob
lems and promises of 3 G and 4G, of image and of video, as the 
mobile becomes a medium unto itself, and Horst and Miller 
(2oo6), who report on mobiles' use by low-income people in 
Jamaica. Their work illustrates the ways in which Jamaicans' 
evolving choices about how and when to use their mobiles are 
both reflections of and influences on the norms of communi
cation, expression, sociality and, indeed, economic survival in 
the particular contexts that are rural and urban Jamaica. To 
Horst and Miller there is "no fixed thing called a cell phone or 
fixed group called Jamaicans" (p. 7), but there are a myriad of 
changing constructions, strategies and locally relevant mean
ings which emerge as people and the technologies interact 
over time. 

. If deep case studies like Horst and Miller's emphasize local
Ity and regional specificities in mobile use, other sociological 



approaches take a broader view, linking the mobile to universal 
trends in the constitution of society. A recent and particularly 
notable example of this is the work by Castells, Femandez
Ardevol, Qiu and Sey (2007). Through examples drawn from 
around the globe, they identify the "relentless connectivity" 
(p. 248), offered by the device as a source of a coherent "network 
logic" (p. 6). In tum, this network logic drives a range of social 
transformations related to mobile use, including: a growth in 
individual autonomy, particularly for teens; increased opportu
nities to build "networks of choice" and new communities; and 
the breaking down of the dichotomies between the producers 
and consumers of information. We will touch on many of the 
same transformations in the pages ahead; however, we close 
the section on "existing theories" of mobile communication 
with this review work because it is explicitly built on Castells' 
broader conceptualizations of the network society (Castells, 
1996). Mobiles do not up-end the logic of the network soci
ety, built on the flows of information across the planet. Rather, 
"the mobile communication society deepens and diffuses the 
network society, which came into existence in the past two 
decades" (Castells et al., 2007, 258). While locally constructed 
and infinitely variable at the micro level, at this most macro of 
levels, argue Castells and his colleagues, mobiles ultimately 
play a role similar to that of other ICTs. 

A pleasure and frustration of doing research at the inter
section of humans and technologies, of disciplines and 
methodologies, is that it is possible to find both Horst and 
Miller and Castells et al. to be helpful and insightful, even 
where they clearly differ in perspective and conclusion. The 
specificity of the local context seen in the work of Horst and 
Miller and Castells et al.'s generalization of global integration 
can be complementary, not contradictory. 

4.2 Newer mobile-specific theories 
At the risk of further complicating matters, we now must turn 

to a discussion of newer theoretical approaches that have been 

spawned specifically while studying mobile communication. 
These new theories reflect a sense, shared by many of us, that 
mobile communication is "different"- different enough from, 
say, landlines or personal computers or pocket cameras - to 
require an explanation of its own. 

In addition, mobile communication is a phenomenon that 
changes the dynamics of social interaction. In this process, it 
also exposes and challenges our assumptions about how social 
interactions should be. Where, prior to the widespread adop
tion of mobile phones, we chatted with our dining partners 
in a restaurant, now it is possible - and indeed somewhat 
common- to put those who are co-present on hold in order 
to have a telephone conversation. Thus, mobile communica
tion exposes our taken-for-granted assumptions as to how we 
ought to interact in different situations. We illustrate just a few 
of these new theories in the next few paragraphs. 

Christian Licoppe and his colleagues have examined the 
way that mobile telephony changes the frequency of interac
tion between close family and friends. They have suggested 
the concept of"connected presence" to describe this (Licoppe, 
2004). Using data from France, Licoppe suggests that, prior 
to the advent of the mobile phone, we used the landline tel
ephone to make longer calls that often took on the nature of 
a special occasion. Indeed, the interlocutors often set aside 
the time to have a good chat. They might have had a specific 
reason for calling, but the conversation could have covered 
many different themes and could have lasted for an extended 
period. The conversations could even have been seen as a rou
tine part of the week, where the two conversation partners 
called one another for a chat every Saturday morning, for 
example. In this regime the partners might collect events and 
thoughts that they would discuss in the call. They might think 
that a particular situation was worthy of relating in the call, 
or recall that they were reminded of their interlocutor when 
they saw a particular item in a store or were confronted with 
a particular situation. The items on this mental list might or 



might not be discussed, depending on the turns and twists of 
the conversation. 

With the adoption of the mobile phone, the threshold for inter
acting has been lowered. Among the inner group of family and 
friends we are, in effect, continually available to one another. 
lbere is not the sense that the call is a special occasion. licoppe 
describes a situation where we do not have a single longer call 
that rambles from one topic to another. Rather we are engaged 
in a series of shorter communications (both voice and text) that 
are, in effect, an ongoing dialogue that lasts through the day. 
lbus, as things arise, the two conversation partners might call 
or text one another either to alert them to issues that are imme
diately relevant or to simply let the other know that they are in 
their thoughts. Rather than having a two-hour conversation in 
the evening via the landline phone, the two individuals maintain 
a steady exchange of patter.lbis is what Licoppe calls "connected 
presence." He goes on to describe it by saying that it: 

consists of short, frequent calls, the content of which is some
times secondary to the fact of calling. The continuous nature 
of this flow of irregular interaction helps to maintain the feel
ing of a permanent connection, an impression that the link 
can be activated at any time and that one can thus experi
ence the other's engagement in the relationship at any time. 
(2004, 141) 

lbe mobile phone is particularly well adapted to this form of 
interaction since we always have it with us and we often have 
the numbers of our closest friends and family entered into the 
phone (Licoppe, 2004). In addition, access to texting via the 
mobile phone facilitates this form ofinteraction since it is rela
tively easy to produce a quick note that is not as intrusive as a 
voice call but still can communicate either a bit of information 
or perhaps simply a quick phatic point of contact. According 
to Licoppe, the calls and texts have become so engrained in 
our everyday lives that they are no longer worthy of note. lbey 
are simply an ongoing form of dialogue, albeit with remotely 
located members of our inner sphere. 

In this way, the mobile phone is causing us to weigh up the 
importance of co-located interaction vs. maintaining contact 
with close family and friends regardless of where they might be. 
Rules of etiquette, for example, are often calculated to privilege 
those with whom we are physically co-present. Given Licoppe's 
connected presence, however, we might be more concerned 
with the wellbeing of our remotely located friend and this will 
play out in our lack of concern for our geographically immediate 
situation. We are clearly still in the process of working out how 
to deal with these gaps and inconsistencies. licoppe's insight 
helps us to understand the issues that are being dealt with. 

Another person working in this area is Leopoldina F ortunati. 
In her work, she examines the mobile telephone as a symbolic 
device and, more particularly, the mobile phone as a fashion 
item. She has written extensively on how the mobile phone 
has become, in many cases, an object in which the users invest 
a sense of identity, and how it also becomes a symbol of their 
personality (Fortunati, 2005c). lbis analysis suggests that, in 
addition to being a functional device, the mobile phone can 
also be viewed as a type of fashion accessory. Just as with other 
such accessories, it is selected and used with an eye towards 
the impression that it will give off. A large multi-functional 
PDA (Personal Digital Assistant) device perhaps describes the 
business guy; an iPhone might characterize a young urban 
type; the small intensely colored flip phone is the sign of an 
upwardly mobile fashion-conscious woman, etc. lbe codex of 
phones and their meaning is dynamic. lbat which was cut
ting-edge yesterday will likely be dowdy tomorrow. Fortunati's 
work helps us to focus on this dimension of mobile phone con
sumption and use. 
. Rich Ling (one of the co-authors of this book) has added the 
Idea of micro-coordination to the discussion of mobile teleph
ony (this idea is also discussed in chapter 4). Ling notes that 
there are several major social consequences that have arisen 
from the adoption and use of the mobile phone. lbese include 
an altered sense of safety and security, and changes in the way 



that youth experience the emancipation process. However, 
perhaps the major consequence of mobile communication is 
the way in which we use it to coordinate, and indeed micro
coordinate, the flux of our daily interactions with our closest 
friends and family. 

Prior to the adoption of the mobile phone we often agreed to 
meet by negotiating a specific time and place. If we were late, if 
we lost our way or if we somehow misplaced the information 
about the time and the place, it was often difficult to get word to 
the people we were meeting. The mobile telephone allows for a 
type of nuanced and fine-grained interaction between individuals 
within the intimate sphere (family and friends). This connec
tivity means that we are able to coordinate our interactions at 
a greater level of specificity than before (Ling & Yttri, 2002). 

Another person who has suggested a similar effect is Anthony 
Townsend and his idea of the "real-time" city (Townsend, 
2000 ). Looking at this somewhat broadly, the rise oflarge cities, 
complex and specialized production, and differentiated forms 
of interaction mean that we often need to attend to a variety of 
individuals and institutions in the course of our daily lives. We 
deliver the children to day-care in one location, work in another, 
shop for food in one place, and also need to visit other types of 
shops and commercial outlets for other wares. We need to coor
dinate the activities of children and other family members, each 
of whom has their own unique bevy of places they have to be 
and things that they have to do. The mobile phone facilitates this 
innately complex situation by giving ubiquitous accessibility to 
our near family and close friends. 

Another area of analysis for Ling has been the study of the 
mobile phone and social cohesion. In his book New Tech, New 
Ties, he examines the mobile phone as a means through which 
we can perform social rituals that result in social cohesion, 
such as those suggested by Durkheim (1995), Goffman (1967) 
and Collins (2004). It is obvious that the mobile telephone 
facilitates the instrumental coordination of everyday life. At 
the same time, it is important to note that it provides us with 

a method of attending to the expressive needs of the intimate 
sphere. We can tell jokes, have lighthearted banter. We can 
gossip and we can engage in the texting style of our local group. 
According to Goffman (1967), it is through the use of these 
rituals that we develop and maintain social cohesion within 
the small group. These larger and smaller rituals (that can be 
co-present or in some cases mediated via the mobile phone) 
are the way that we are drawn into a common sense of group 
identity. A ritual might be a more distinct event such as a wed
ding ceremony, or something more casual such as simply 
sharing a few minutes of jovial conversation with a couple of 
friends. Goffman says that there is the potential to develop 
a sense of cohesion within a bounded group when there is a 
common focus and a common mood. We feel the solemnity of 
the ceremony; we follow along with the joke or the humorous 
incident being told by a friend and laugh at the punch line, or 
we give the appropriately surprised responses when being told 
that near friends are going to get married, or for that matter 
divorced. In the process, we also benefit from and contribute 
to the cohesion of the group. The sum of all of these small
scale rituals is the integration of our social network. 

The mobile phone has become a conduit through which some 
of these processes take place. Clearly, a wedding carried out 
over the mobile phone would not have the same gravitas as a co
present event. However, we often use our mobile to contact our 
closest friends and family, for practical but also for expressive 
reasons. When we call to make arrangements, we also exchange 
funny or endearing remarks. We include slang and perhaps an 
emoticon in our text messages as a small bow to social dynam
ics. Because of this, the mobile phone is a medium through 
which we can easily perform these everyday rituals. Indeed the 
mobile phone gives us a direct and immediate channel of con
tact to exactly that person with whom we want to share the latest 
tittle-tattle or relate the latest yam. Following from Licoppe's 
notion of connected presence, this idea of ritual interaction 
seeks to explain not only how we use the device to interact with 



one another, but also how that interaction becomes, in some 
small way, a part of the lore associated with the relationship. We 
call one another, and when in contact we engender a common 
mood and we coin a common sense of our shared experience. 
lbis in tum becomes a part of the ballast of the relationship. 
lbe mobile phone is one of the channels through which this 
occurs and, indeed, it is a particularly efficient one. Research 
shows that the mobile phone is clearly one of the most efficient 
tools for achieving integration (Ling, 2oo8). 

Finally, towards the end of their edited volume, Perpetual 
Contact, James Katz and Mark Aakhus (Katz & Aakhus, 
2002) propose a theory of "apparatgeist" to isolate and 
explore the core implications of personal communication 
technologies, of which mobiles are the most widespread and 
powerful. Apparatgeist describes a consistent, observable 
interplay between people and personal communication tech
nologies, observable across contexts, cultures and life states. 
lbe "socio-logic" of"perpetual contact" (p. 308) is linked to the 
capabilities of the mobile telephone, but is manifested mainly 
in the set of motivations and orientations, both explicit and 
implicit, which people can be observed to hold towards the 
device. According to the authors, the promise of perpetual con
tact structures communicative behaviors in predictable ways 
over time, some of which can be seen in the ways people use 
the technologies to balance "competing needs for connection 
and autonomy" (p. 316), regardless of who they are or where 
they are. lbis balancing act, latent and overt, is much more 
central to one's actions with a personaljmobile communica
tion device, relative to previous communication technologies 
and to face-to-face interactions- different enough, argue Katz 
and Aakhus, to merit a theory (explanation) of its own. 

5 Theory and the road ahead - chapters 2-6 

As is obvious, there are already a mosaic of perspectives, offer
ing theories new and old to help illuminate the significance of 

mobile communication. Indeed, we have only presented exam
ples from what is a rapidly growing and diverse literature. lbe 
next few chapters will move in and out of explicit mentions of 
theory. lbey will draw on works from other authors, occasion
ally placing insights from such radically different approaches 
as domestication and diffusion next to each other to make a 
point. lbis situation requires all of us to pick our poison -
rigid reliance on existing theory risks obscuring what is truly 
new about mobile telephony. By contrast, new mobile-specific 
theories highlight what is new (absent presence, perpetual 
contact, etc.) but do so at the risk of underemphasizing con
tinuity with previous technologies and with previous forms of 
mediated human interaction. 

When discussing broader trends and the interrelationships 
between mobiles and society, we share more in spirit with the 
emergent schools of thought - those assuming complex and 
interconnected lines of causality- than with the determinists 
(for broader discussions, along these lines, see Fischer, 1992; 

Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001). Nonetheless, we are not social 
constructionists. lbe choices people make about how to use 
mobiles are not totally their own - handsets do some things 
well and other things not so well. Simple factors like the rela
tive price of a call to an SMS, or what language the interface 
works in, have huge impacts on who uses these technologies, 
when and how. 

It is helpful to distinguish between the identification of a 
trend or change (we see two - the boom in connectivity in the 
developing world and the arrival of ubiquitous reachability in 
the developed), and reflections on the implications for society 
of these trends. lbe latter task is our theoretical contribution. 
In that vein, we describe the emergence of a mobile logic. 
Drawing on others who have surveyed the same terrain, we 
too see a logic determined by (a) mobile and (b) increasingly 
ubiquitous devices. Mobiles now offer the promise of connec
tion to all of us (not just the rich or lucky among us). From 
this, we see two implications. We see individuals apportioning 



their activities to a greater extent than previously possible; we 
see them interlacing multiple tasks with multiple actors and 
multiple venues, competing and jostling for time and atten
tion. For society, or at least for groups of individuals, we see 
the implications of ubiquitous reachability playing out in the 
way individuals behave: not only that they are reachable, but 
that they expect others to be, as well. 

This book will examine the various dimensions of mobile 
communication in everyday life. We begin with a brief overview 
of the history and current shape of global mobile telecommu
nications infrastructure in chapter 2. In chapters 3 and 4 we 
draw on a breadth of research to portray how the mobile phone 
is used in everyday situations. In chapter 3 we focus on first
time mobile phone owners in the developing world; chapter 4 
examines the mobile phone use of five residents in the devel
oped world. Rather than simply reviewing the research, we 
try to summarize different use situations as seen in the lives 
of fictional users. These range from small business owners 
in Africa, to teens in Japan and the USA, to poor farmers in 
India, to soccer moms in Scandinavia, to flashy business guys 
in Italy. 

The vignettes are drawn from real situations and they have 
been reviewed and critiqued by others who have first-hand 
knowledge of the particular use situation. In some cases, they 
are patchworks of different individuals - others are made out 
of whole cloth. We adopt Weber's notion ofideal types in these 
vignettes (Weber, 1997). That is, we form the vignettes from 
elements that are to be found in real-life situations, but we do 
not intend to describe comprehensively all the characteristics 
of any particular case. Rather, we employ this device in order to 
illustrate some of the most common elements of mobile use. 
The point of these short fictions is to illustrate the variety of 
use situations and the way that the mobile phone has become 
engrained in our lives. In addition to the actual vignettes, we 
develop a commentary on the various dimensions of mobile 
phone use that are central to the use situations. 

In chapter 5, we examine the way that mobile communica
tion is a disruptive force in society. In this analysis we look at 
the rather innocent disruptions of mobile phones ringing in 
unexpected places as well as the more fundamental questions 
that the mobile phone poses to power relations and the struc
ture of different institutions. We look at the way that mobile 
communication plays into the transgression of rules and anti
social activity. In addition, we look at the mobile phone vis-a-vis 
globalization. 

Finally, in chapter 6, we examine how the mobile phone has 
introduced the notion of personal addressability and the inter
lacing of co-present and remote interactions. The ubiquity of 
the device means that we are perpetually available. These ele
ments mean that there has been the development of a mobile 
logic. That is, the increasing spread of the device has meant 
that there is the expectation, and indeed the assumption, that 
we are potentially available to others, and in particular the 
others in our near social sphere whenever and wherever we 
happen to be. This mobile logic affects the way that we organ
ize our daily lives, the way that we gather information and the 
way that we do our work. It is increasingly taken for granted, to 
the degree that we only see it when it is not there. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Short history of mobile 
communication 

In the last chapter, we described the remarkable, rapid spread 
of mobile telephones (handsets and subscriptions) across the 
globe. In the span of just a few short decades, the technology 
has exploded, from being the glimmers in inventors' and hob
byists' eyes to becoming one of the most widely used consumer 
electronics on the planet, surpassing landline telephones and 
challenging television for ubiquity and desirability. 

This chapter will describe some of the underpinnings, tech
nical and institutional, which have made this spread possible. 
Although this might seem unnecessarily technical or commer
cial, it is an important precursor to the discussions about the 
social implications of mobile use found later in the book. It is 
tempting to treat the device as a complete, uncomplicated arti
fact (Fortunati, 2005a), as we tend to do with the everyday items 
which surround us. But the mobile, as it stands now, and as it 
will be in the years ahead, is the result of a myriad of experi
ments, technological breakthroughs, marketing experiments 
and policy interventions. Like that of the landline (Fischer, 
1992) or the PC (Kidder, r98r) before it, the history of the 
mobile phone is a history of the interaction between people and 
technologies. Broader reviews of this history are available else
where (Agar, 2003; Levinson, 2004), but this short primer will 
set the stage for the chapters which follow. 

It is important to note that the mobile telephony system is 
more than simply mobile handsets and subscriptions. Indeed 
the Nokia, the Motorola, or the NEC handset that we carry in 
our pocket is just the access point. When we place or receive 
a call and when we send or receive a text message we are 
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engaging a whole system of equipment that encodes, trans
mits, switches, channels, notifies and decodes our shouts, 
whispers and emoticons. Without the towers, the switches, 
the exchanges, the protocols and the regulations supporting 
them, our fancy phones are just clunky MP3 players with bad 
cameras. It is the networks, not the handset, that allow us to 
connect (Cherry, 1977).1 Indeed, as outlined by the Maitland 
Report, it is the economics of this massively complex system 
that allows (or prevents) the diffusion of telephony. 

1 A primer on the mobile phone system 

A confluence of factors made the modern mobile telephone 
possible: the development of radio-based communication, the 
rise of modern electronics (in particular the transistor), and 
the desire to provide expanded telephonic services beyond the 
landline network. The mobile telephone represents a marriage 
between radio-based communication (the kind used by police 
and fire fighters, and between ships) and the landline network 
of hard-wired telephones. To be sure, there are elements of 
both in the mobile telephone system. To understand the devel
opment of the mobile phone system, it is useful to look at how 
it identifies, tracks and facilitates individual calls. 

In the first radio telephone systems for New York City, only 
a handful of users were able to simultaneously make a call. In 
that system there was only a single radio cell for a whole city. 
Advances in the way that the radio spectrum was used, and the 
development of the cellular concept - see figure 2.r - meant 
that many more people could make calls using the same radio 
resources. These efficiencies came from the way that the mobile 
system dynamically apportions the radio spectrum to calls. In 
addition, the development of a mobile telephone system had 
to await the development of the cellular concept and the rise of 
the computing power needed to support the system. It was not 
possible to have a system that was able to keep track of where 
individual handsets were, which part of the spectrum was to be 
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Figure z.r The layout of a cellular network with a highway crossing 
through the landscape 

used on a call, the dynamics of handing off calls between cells 
and whether, for example, you were already making a call with 
the computing capacity available in the 1950s. 

When we carry a mobile handset with us, it is continually 
updating the system as to its location and status, so that the 
system can locate the handset should a call come in. As we, 
for example, drive from one side of the city to another, we pass 
through a series of smaller radio cell sites, each anchored by 
a radio tower.2 It is from these radio cells that we derive the 
name "cellular telephony." While in an idealized version they 
form a series of contiguous hexagons, the exact size and extent 
of these cells depends on the local geography and the number 
of calls that the particular cell handles. When we receive a call, 
the system routes the call from the caller through the various 

exchanges to that particular radio cell where our handset hap
pens to be and eventually to our own handset. This in itself is a 
minor miracle, namely that the mobile telephone system is able 
to keep track of and route calls between the thousands or the 
millions of individuals who are also inhabiting the same city. 

Routing the call to the correct subscriber and to the correct 
radio cell is only part of the magic, however. If we happen to be 
riding in a bus when we get the call, in the eyes of the telephone 
system we are moving from one radio cell to another. Thus, 
the system needs to keep track of which radio cell will best 
transmit and receive the important message from our spouse 
that we need to buy milk at the store. As we move towards the 
edge of one radio cell, the signal between our handset and the 
radio mast becomes progressively weaker as we move out of its 
range. At the same time, the radio tower in the adjoining cell 
detects an active call in an adjacent cell is getting increasingly 
stronger. When the strength detected by the new cell reaches a 
certain threshold, the first cell hands the call over to the radio 
tower in the second cell. In figure 2.1, a bus is moving from cell 
D to cell F. Cell Dis still handling the call, but Cell F is prepar
ing to take it over. 

All of this (usually) happens seamlessly, so that we are 
often not aware of it happening. Thus, we can concentrate on 
remembering the cheese and frozen pizza also on our spouse's 
shopping list, rather than on the technology. As is obvious, how
ever, making or receiving a call via a mobile phone draws on 
a sophisticated and complex system of radio links, exchanges 
and computers for keeping track of individual handsets. 

In all of this, it is also worthwhile to consider the complex
ity of the mobile phone handset. It is indeed one of the more 
intricate items we carry with us. Even in its most basic form, 
it includes a radio receiver as well as a sender. In addition, 
many mobile phone terminals also include a whole series of 
processors that often approach the sophistication of a personal 
computer in order to support other functions such as cameras, 
calendars, MP3 players, etc. 



2 The development of cellular 
telephony systems 

The mobile telephone system is obviously a legacy of traditional 
landline telephony. 3 It is the extension of a radio-based dimen
sion, linked to the system ofhard-wired telephones. Harnessing 
the radio spectrum for the purposes of communication dates 
back surprisingly far- to the I86os- when Dr. Mahlon Loomis 
of Virginia in the USA was able to send and receive "electrical 
discharges" between mountaintops. These discharges could 
carry information, because senders could arrange them into 
the dots and dashes of the Morse code. Dr. Loomis received a 
patent for this work but did not pursue it commercially (Farley, 
2005b). In the late I88os the German Heinrich Hertz described 
how electromagnetic waves (what we call "radio waves") travel 
through the atmosphere. In the period that followed, several 
people started the work of employing this principle for the 
use of communication. The person who is most closely asso
ciated with its further development is Guglielmo Marconi 
(Agar, 2003). Marconi, who was halfltalian and halflrish- his 
mother was an heiress to the McAllen whiskey family- started 
to send radio signals over greater and greater spans. Starting 
with the distance of 9 meters and moving progressively to 275 
meters, 3 kilometers and the English Channel, finally, by I90I, 
he was able to send messages across the Atlantic Ocean. By 
I9IO Marconi was sending messages from the UK to Buenos 
Aires, a distance of just under Io,ooo kilometers. 

At the same time, the traditional landline telephone was 
becoming more common. The telephone had been around 
since I876, with the critical addition of the telephone exchange4 

developed 2 years later. If we go another 25 years, the number 
of telephones was about I subscription per Io,ooo people in 
I900 in the USA. By I9I5 this had risen tenfold to approxi
mately I per I,ooo people. Thus, while still a relative rarity, the 
telephone was well established by the beginning of the twenti
eth century (Fischer, I992; Pierce, I977)· 

Moving back to the development of radio, the first practical 
application for this form of communication was shipping. By 
the first decade of the I9oos, many ships were outfitted with 
Marconi wireless devices. The event that assured the place of 
wireless communication in shipping was the Titanic disaster 
(Goggin, 2oo6). While the Titanic was sinking, it sent out 
emergency messages via its radio system. Tragically, the radio 
operators on nearby ships had signed off for the evening and 
thus did not receive alerts about the situation. This episode 
and its grim results underscored the potential of wireless com
munication. In the wake of that incident, ships were required 
to have 24-hour radio availability. 

In I9o6, Lee De Forest invented the vacuum tube. This 
advance made the transmission process more energy-efficient 
and it allowed for the practical transmission of voice (not 
just Morse code). In addition to enabling two-way radio com
munication, this also opened the way for the development 
of broadcast radio. This was used in a variety of situations, 
including commercial radio stations (Agar, 2003; Lindmark, 
2002), by police5 and fire fighters, in the dispatching of taxis 
and, for example in New York Harbor, the dispatching of tug 
boats. Radio was also used in communication with ships and 
airplanes. In addition, the military adopted radio communica
tion. Thus, by I92o, we have the two basic elements for the 
development of mobile telephony. There was some specula
tion as to the ability to combine the two media (Brooks, I976), 
but this development would have to wait until after the Second 
World War and the arrival of the computing power needed for 
the management of the system. 

After the Second World War, the work on the transistor 
resulted in the development of smaller and more energy-effi
cient communication devices. The first commercially available 
mobile communication systems were developed in this period. 
In I946 the first radio-telephone service was established in St. 
Louis, Missouri. This system was basically the same type as 
that used for police dispatch, linked to the traditional telephone 



system. It did not employ the cellular approach that was later 
adopted. Thus, the system was limited in its reach and limited 
in the number of subscribers who could use it. The devices used 
for calling were large - they were almost always mounted in a 
car- and their use demanded a lot of energy (lindmark, 2002). 
Farley notes, for example, that, when using a car-mounted 
Swedish system, the headlights of the car would noticeably dim 
when the user made their call (Farley, 2005a, 23-4). 

The idea of having a large number of smaller "cells," each 
with their own transmitter and with the ability to hand off 
calls as the individual moved from one cell to another, arose 
in the late 1940s at Bell Labs in the USA (Lindmark, 2002). 
Thus, instead of one central transmission site that covered a 
large geographical area such as a city, the system called for 
dozens of smaller transmission towers that would keep track 
of the location of the individual handsets in case a call was to 
be routed to them, and would also deal with the handing over 
of calls that were in progress.6 This, along with the develop
ment in 1948 of the transistor- and the subsequent addition 
of the integrated chip- was central in the growth of the mobile 
telephone system. Indeed, the sophisticated computing power 
required to track and handle mobile handsets had to await the 
development of computing power that was not readily avail
able in the 1940s and 1950s (Agar, 2003). 

In 1969 the cellular system was introduced as a pay phone on 
the Amtrak Metro liner between New York City and Washington 
DC. Four years later, Martin Cooper used the first hand-held 
mobile phone, which had been developed by his group at 
Motorola. The technology was starting to be in place, but there 
were still several important issues that needed to be sorted out 
before mobile telephony could take off. These included regula
tory issues, sorting out the welter of different standards, the 
refinement of the handsets and finally the commercial develop
ment of subscriptions that would appeal to users. 

Mobile communication handed regulators a new issue. 
On the one hand, they faced the need to apportion the radio 
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spectrum. This limited resource has to be shared by a wide 
variety of users. The military, commercial broadcasters, private 
hobbyists and commercial interests of various types all seek 
to have portions of the radio spectrum. If different users try 
to transmit and receive information in radio frequencies that 
are too close to each other, the two signals will interfere with 
each other and neither will be of any use. Thus, the regulatory 
bodies in each country- and also internationally- must agree 
as to who can transmit on what frequencies. The purchase and 
sale of these rights is big business.? 

The history of the device shows that there was also a sig
nificant role played by regulatory authorities in the different 
countries. While, for example, there were extended interac
tions between industry and governmental authorities in the 
USA (read: delays), there was a push for transnational stand
ardization in Europe. The model in Japan saw extensive 
cooperation between government and the different industrial 
actors (the phone companies, equipment producers and the 
handset producers). 

At the dawn of the mobile phone era many countries simply 
apportioned the frequencies to the national telephone oper
ator. In the USA, however, the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) - in the wake of the dismantling of the 
former AT&T monopoly- used a market model to develop 
mobile communication (King & West, 2002). They divided 
the country into approximately 300 metropolitan markets 
and 428 rural service areas.8 In almost all of these areas, the 
FCC granted two licenses. There was relatively careful analysis 
of applicants for the 30 largest markets but a lottery system 
of selection was used for the progressively smaller markets. 
According to West (2ooo), there were 96,ooo applications for 
licenses in 215 of the less central markets (see also Agar, 2003). 
This approach brought a wide variety of nascent operators onto 
the scene, who bore with them a wide range of competence 
and a wide variety of technologies. Mobile communication in 
the USA during this period was characterized by many small 



operators with poor interconnection between them, which pre
sented difficulties for users when roaming outside their core 
area. All of this stifled mobile communication in the USA for 
several years. 

At about the same time in Europe there were still nation
wide operators - albeit on a smaller scale - who were able to 
develop one mobile phone system for the whole country. In 
the early 198os the Europeans, in the spirit of collective good, 
eventually came together to develop a common standard -
the Global System for Mobile Communication (GSM) - that 
could be used across the whole continent. The development 
and commercialization of the GSM standard resulted in a rush 
of customers. TeleDanmark, for example, planned for rs,ooo 
new GSM customers in 1993, the year of its commercializa
tion, but acquired 6s,ooo, and Sonofon in Finland planned 
for 25,000 in 1995 but acquired four times as many (Haddon, 
1997). The GSM has gone on to become the dominant stand
ard for mobile communication around the world.9 In many 
countries, including the USA, an alternative standard named 
CDMA is also used. Indeed there are dual-mode handsets on 
the market, which allow users to switch between GSM and 
CDMA networks, depending on availability and user needs. 

Although GSM and CDMA are the dominant standards in 
many locations, there are other variations. The low-cost "little 
smart" system in China is neither a landline nor a standard 
cellular telephone system, but rather a kind of"amplified cord
less phone"; its 50 million users can use the phone as they 
move about within their cities, but cannot roam much beyond 
them (Castells et al., 2007; Qiu, 2007). 

Around the world, different countries have taken different 
approaches to the sale and management of the mobile spec
trum. Developing countries, in particular, have had to balance 
the demand from customers for low rates with the opportu
nity to sell licenses to raise revenue, and with the need to find 
the right mix of competition vis-a-vis fixed-line "incumbents." 
Many of the latter have traditionally been sources of revenue 
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for governments; they can be state-run, the state can be a 
major investor, or the state can simply enjoy steady revenues 
from taxing calls, particularly international calls (Beardsley, 
von Morgenstern, Enriquez & Kipping, 2002; Best, 2003; 
Ibarguen, 2003; McDowell & Lee, 2003; Pereira-Filho, 2003). 

Indeed, what is best for spreading mobiles quickly in urban 
areas might not be what is best for rural areas, which have 
tended to be less cost-effective to service and therefore less 
attractive to mobile operators. Some governments have made 
rural service part of the license requirements for mobile oper
ators. Still others are working to design technical or policy 
interventions to bring service to rural areas which operators 
might otherwise choose to avoid (Dymond & Oestmann, 
2003; Engvall & Hesselmark, 2004; Galperin & Girard, 2005; 
Hudson, 2oo6). 

3 Data options 

Of course, it is not just about the voice call. Although sales of 
"airtime" or "minutes" still make up the bulk of most opera
tors' revenues, the networks can carry data as well (PT, 2oo8). 
This has taken many forms, from the humble SMS to the 
super-fast 3G internet connection. 

Another development that came with the GSM standard was 
texting- the so-called Short Message System (SMS) (Trosby, 
2004). For the first years of its existence, it lived a quiet life 
without much attention. In about 1997-8, teens discovered 
the potential that was, at that time, free to use. This discov
ery spawned a new form of mediation that in turn resulted 
in new forms of interaction and new linguistic formulations 
(Baron, 2oo8; Hard afSegerstad, 2005; Ling, 2oosb, 20o7b). 
By 2005 it was estimated that a trillion text messages were sent 
annually (Ling, 2oo8) and it is estimated that by the time this 
volume is published it will be 2 trillion per year (Research and 
Markets, 2oo8). Texting has proven to be a remarkable win
win for customers and carriers. Customers love the per-unit 



pricing and flexibility of the simple format; operators love that, 
when measured by revenue per byte of information, text mes
saging is remarkably lucrative. As sites like 16ocharacters.org 
attest, and as we will discuss later in the book, the platform has 
spawned junk mail, flirting, chat rooms, banking and almost 
everything else under the social and economic sun. 

In addition to voice and text communication, there are a 
variety of other services available via the mobile phone. These 
include I-mode and the similar Wireless Application Protocol 
(WAP), Multi-Media Messaging (MMS), various types of 
mobile internet access, and services such as mobile TV. W AP 
is more of an open standard that functions somewhat similarly 
to the internet's HTML. 

A successful service in Japan is I-mode (Lindmark, 2002). 

Strictly speaking, I-mode is not a standard in the same way as 
GSM and CDMA. Rather it is a product sold by the operator 
DoCoMo that, along with voice telephony and texting, gives 
one access to a "lite" version of the internet and to a variety 
of services. The user of I-mode can download various types 
of information (weather, news, horoscopes, etc.). I-mode is a 
so-called "walled garden" where there are DoCoMo-certified 
services that the user can access. The content owners and 
DoCoMo have a revenue-sharing plan in which a certain por
tion of the money generated by a service goes to each. The 
idea of Apple iPhone Apps is somewhat similar. These serv
ices occupy a "walled garden" in that they are authorized by 
Apple (or DoCoMo), and the billing occurs via the normal 
telephone bill or, in the case of the iPhone, via the user's 
credit card. 

WAP is not nearly as popular as I-mode. Technical issues 
and inflated expectations and lack of willingness to pay have 
resulted in the notion that W AP was a failure. The mobile 
internet has eclipsed W AP. It uses the same protocols that 
are used via the PC. While it is slower (and more expensive) 
than the broadband available in homes and offices, mobile 
internet is being used on advanced mobile phones for a wide 
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array of services. This development is being facilitated by 
mobile phones that can send and receive data at higher rates. 
There has been a progression of services that facilitate faster 
data transmission. These include systems such as General 
Packet Radio Service (GPRS), Enhanced Data rates for GSM 
Evolution (EDGE) and High-Speed Downlink Packet Access 
(HSDPA). While the speed of these radio links is much faster 
than users experienced with the earliest mobile phones, radio 
technology is unlikely to reach the transmission levels of cable
based services such as the various forms of Digital Subscriber 
Lines (DSL) and fiber optics. I-mode and WAP are both mobile 
internet protocols. I-mode is a proprietary service owned by 
the Japanese mobile operator DoCoMo.10 It has proven to be 
popular in Japan and has been exported to several other coun
tries, though with less success. 

Another service that was seen as a legacy of text messages 
was Multi-Media Messaging (MMS). This is an enhanced ver
sion of messaging where the user can attach photos and sound 
in addition to text. MMS is living a comfortable, but somewhat 
quiet, life as an additional service for mobile phones. In some 
cases camera phones are being used to take photos and to send 
them via the mobile telephone net. A more common practice 
it seems is the use of the camera phone to take a picture. From 
there it is transferred to a PC via a cable or Bluetooth and then 
spread to the appropriate friends and family via sites such as 
Facebook or MySpace. 

There are other services that are being developed. These 
include things such as mobile TV, mobile payment systems 
that use Near Field Communications, location-specific serv
ices that are based on Global Positioning Systems, using the 
mobile phone as an MP3 player, etc. Some of these services 
will become commercially viable while others may not reach 
that status. Thus, between 1969, when the first cellular system 
was put into use on the Amtrak Metroliner, and the end of the 
century, mobile telephony moved from being a rarity to being 
a well-integrated portion of our everyday lives. 



4 Mobile handsets 

Along with the development of the cellular system, there has 
also been a parallel development in the handsets that we use to 
make and receive calls. They have gone from being large devices 
that were basically intended to be mounted in cars - and that 
seriously drained the car's battery- to the sleek small devices 
we now carry in our pockets or our purses. The early mobile 
telephone handsets11 were mobile only in the sense that they 
needed a motorized conveyance to move them about. An early 
Nokia, for example, weighed 9·5 kilos (21 pounds). However, 
the development of transistors and eventually integrated circuits 
has reduced their size and heft. By the time that Martin Cooper 
made his fabled call on the first handheld device (a Motorola 
Dynatac), it weighed in at just under a kilo (2 pounds) and was 
about the size of a large package of spaghetti. It had a battery that 
would give the user a modest 30 minutes of talking time. 

Several elements played into the development of smaller 
and smaller handsets. As scales of production came into play, 
manufacturers were able to move away from the larger "brick" 
phones towards handsets that are not out of the scale that we 
use today. This involved the integration of more and more func
tions onto the same chips. This in turn meant that the devices 
required less battery capacity. In addition, the growth of the 
mobile telephone system meant that the density of cellular 
sites increased. This tighter grid of sites meant that the hand
sets needed to use less power to communicate with the cell 
tower, reducing the need for huge batteries.12 This can be seen, 
for example, in the development of the Motorola MicroTAC 
(n oz) and, further, the StarTAC that weighed only 90 grams 
(3-I oz) (Goggin, 2oo6; Steinbock, 2003). Most mobile phones 
now weigh between roo and 200 grams (3·5 -7 oz). 

The transition to digital systems in the early 1990s-most nota
bly GSM in Europe -facilitated the development and spread of 
handsets (Bastiansen, 2oo6). A new dimension with GSM was 
the addition of a separate Subscriber Information Management 
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(SIM) 13 card (Goggin, 2006). The SIM card allows the divi
sion of the operator and the handset manufacturer. Thus, the 
owner of a Nokia handset may subscribe toT-Mobile, Tel en or or 
Vodaphone. The subscription is separate from the handset and 
can be exchanged as needed. This has given rise to SIM switch
ing (Wong, 2007) - a practice particularly common among 
cash-constrained users in developing countries- in which the 
individual may change the SIM card depending on where the 
best connection or the cheapest rates can be found. 

The mobile phone has become a Swiss Army knife-like device. 
We carry it in our pocket and it has morphed into a personal com
munications manager, with the potential to "eat everything." It 
comes in a variety of forms, colors and sizes, and with a spectrum 
of functions. It is a camera and a photo album with a high-resolu
tion color screen and it is an FM radio I MP3 player I video player. 
It is a gaming terminal and it is an internet access point where 
we can read e-mail, IM and access social network sites. It is a 
calendar and a contact manager. It is a G PS navigation system. It 
allows for text production and the development of presentations 
and other office-related functions. The mobile phone can also be 
a payment device not unlike a credit card. Indeed, the mobile 
phone can do the jobs of many of the items we currently carry 
in our wallets or purses (aside from, for example, water bottles 
and the like). In the future we may not need separate bus tickets, 
credit cards, pictures of our sweeties, music playing device, read
ing material, etc. All this will be included in what started as a 
phone and a texting gadget. 

Mobile phone handsets often live several different lives. 
Some start in the developed world and then are refurbished 
and sent off to a second life in other parts of the world. There 
is, for example, a lively trade in used I refurbished I grey- and 
black-market mobile phones in, for example, Hong Kong. 
Anthropologist Gordon Mathews suggests that as many as 
20 percent of the mobile phones in sub-Saharan Africa are 
bought and sold in the Chungking Mansions in Hong Kong, 
by merchants who travel between there and Africa literally 



carrying suitcases full of mobile phones (Mathews, personal 
communication, 2008). Jan Chipchase, a researcher at Nokia 
who studies mobile phone use in a variety of settings, describes 
finding a broad variety of reconstituted phones. He recounts 
finding, during one trip to China, Nokia phones retrofitted 
with batteries from other phones sporting Malaysian soft
ware and the contacts of previous owners still in the memory. 
These could be bought for 22 euros (approximately $2o)Y It 
may be that as many as 20 million refurbished handsets are 
being bought and sold every year. As many as 6o percent of all 
phones sold could be recycled devices (ABI Research, 2007). 

Finally, those phones that are too decrepit to be retrofitted, 
resold or cannibalized contribute to the growth of so-called 
"cyber junk." In 2007 about 780 million handsets were retired 
worldwide (Basel Action Network, 2004). While mobile phones 
are much smaller and consequently less of a burden than, for 
example, PC displays, they contain a variety of toxic wastes 
nonetheless. The batteries, circuit boards, displays and the 
housing of the phones contain various chemicals and elements 
that are toxic when not treated properly. The materials include 
lead, beryllium, arsenic and cadmium. Interestingly, they also 
include silver, copper, platinum and gold (Mooallem, 2008), 
worth as much as a dollar if re-claimed from the scrap. If not 
treated properly, these wastes could enter into the ecosystem 
and become a problem. The proper disposal of mobile phones 
can address much of this issue, but alas, the proper thing and 
the economically possible thing are not always the same. Serious 
actors in this area take phones, separate out the usable from the 
non-usable ones and then render the non-usable phones into 
their component parts in an environmentally benign way. 

5 Business models, commercial issues and 
their impact on adoption around the world 

In addition to the technical and the policy issues, the develop
ment of mobile communication demanded new approaches to 
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commercialization. These currently range from prepaid "top
up" subscriptions to "family plans" to the more traditional 
postpaid subscriptions. 

Prepaid subscriptions are perhaps one of the keys to under
standing the broad adoption of mobile communication. 
Prepayment for access to landline telephony has long been 
used for people with poor credit.15 We also "prepay" when, 
for example, using a traditional landline telephone booth. 
Bringing this into the era of mobile telephony, prepaid sub
scriptions are ideal for persons with low use and for people 
with irregular income (teens and often lower-income people 
in developing countries). Kalba writes: 

In retrospect, this introduction of prepaid technology, con
sidered a peripheral achievement at the time, may have been 
the most significant innovation since the development of the 
cellular concept and its initial implementation. Without pre
paid, which consists largely of storage and billing software, 
mobile calling may not have reached as many as two-thirds 
of today's subscribers, especially those located in poor and 
moderate-income developing countries, where participation 
in the cash economy is often a stochastic or itinerant activity. 
(Kalba, 2oo8, 642) 

The fact that there is no monthly fee and that you only pay 
when you need to "top-up" your account means that it is ideal 
for people in these situations. The disadvantage from the users' 
perspective is that, since there is no fast monthly fee, the opera
tors often charge more "per minute" for prepaid subscriptions 
than the per-minute price for postpaid subscriptions. 

In some cases, the sale of prepaid "top-ups" can be in 
extremely small denominations. While in Scandinavia the 
smallest prepayment might be approximately $25-30, in devel
oping countries it is possible to prepay as little as $0.50. Those 
with irregular income or only the occasional need to call can use 
this system in order to secure access to the mobile telephone 
system. Indeed, for some there is not even the need to own a 
handset. Rather, they simply have a SIM card (containing their 



subscription information and subscription credit balance) that 
they insert into a borrowed handset. In some countries, liter
ally all subscriptions are prepaid. According to Kalba, roo% of 
those in Nigeria are prepaid. Prepaid subscriptions encompass 
99% of all subscriptions in Iraq and Pakistan, 98% of those in 
the Philippines, 97% in Algeria, 96% in Bangladesh and so 
on. By contrast 3% of users in Japan and Korea, 5% of Finnish 
users, and 14% of those in the USA have prepaid subscriptions 
(Kalba, 2oo8). For the world as a whole, 46% of all subscrip
tions are prepaid (Gray, 2005). Prepaid subscriptions are also 
common for teens and youth in, for example, Norway. 

Another dimension of mobile telephone subscriptions is how 
the charges are divided between the interlocutors. In most coun
tries and with most operators, a system known as "calling party 
pays" is used. As the name states, the person who initiates the 
call also pays for it.16 Tbe system that is common in the USA uses 
another approach. Tbere, the individual subscriber often pays a 
monthly fee in exchange for "airtime" minutes (for example, $50 
for r,ooo minutes). In daily use, whenever a person is talking to 
another person on their mobile phone, this time counts against 
their minutes regardless of whether they make or receive the 
call.17 While in practice people may not pay this much heed, it 
actually means that when calling another person you are implic
itly asking them to spend some money on you. It is sort of like 
inviting yourself to dinner. In some cases, this has meant that 
people turned off their mobile phones to avoid receiving calls/ 
charges. Tbey would only use their phone to call out. In most 
ways, this defeats the purpose of having a mobile phone in the 
sense that it reduces its utility in the broader social sense. 

Finally, mobile telephone handsets are also a part of the gen
eral subscription landscape. On the one hand, there is "lock in" 
for some popular mobile phone handsets and there are various 
forms of subsidies associated with the sale of subscriptions/ 
handsets. Looking at the first of these, mobile telephone opera
tors such as AT&T, Vodaphone, DoCoMo and T-Mobile often 
want to be the only one offering the most popular handsets. If 

Short 

a particular operator is the only one offering such a handset, 
then they will be able to retain existing customers and recruit 
new ones. For their part, handset producers (Nokia, Motorola, 
Sony Ericsson and Apple) want to sell as many of their popular 
handsets at as large a margin as possible. If the handset produc
ers and the operators are able to agree on conditions assuring 
that the producers will receive adequate promotion and that 
the sales margins will be ensured, they will then license a par
ticular operator as the exclusive agent for a particular handset 
for some time period.18 Tbe alternative is to sell the handset 
model through as many outlets as possible. 

From the perspective of the customer, when they purchase 
a subscription and a telephone handset, the operator often 
subsidizes the handset. In exchange, the operator 'locks' the 
handset, making it functional only in the operator's network. 
If the customer is interested in having an "open" handset -
that is, a handset that can be used on a different operator's 
network - they will have to pay a much higher price - indeed, 
this can be as much as ro times more. Tbe point is, of course 
that the operator wants to keep the user "locked in" to their 
network as long as possible. It is possible, albeit a violation of 
the contract with the operator, to "hack" a locked phone so that 
it can be used on different networks. 

In addition to the pricing of handsets for new customers, 
there are different ways of trying to reduce what they call 
"churn" (subscribers leaving a particular operator's network) 
by subsidizing their telephone handsets. When the contract 
period expires, there are various forms ofbonus points or offers 
for new handsets designed to entice the user into renewing his 
or her contract period with the same operator. With unlocked 
GSM telephones, the user is, as noted, free to have several dif
ferent subscriptions, as long as he or she can secure and swap 
between different SIM cards. Tbis allows them to use the least 
expensive, or the most accessible, subscription, as needed. 

Bringing all this together, from their rather unwieldy begin
ning, mobile phones have captured our imagination with their 



ever more sleek and exciting products. There are well-designed 
Nokias, elegant Motorolas, Sony Ericssons with cameras and 
music players, HTCs for the business guys and gals, alluring 
Apple iPhones, plus dozens more. Different players arrive on 
the scene and others make their more or less planned exits. 
All these contain materials that come from around the world 
and that again have a global manufacturing pedigree (Agar, 
2003; Ling, 2007b; Ling & Baron, 2007). As noted above, they 
can be a $15 bootlegged device or a $75,000 platinum and dia
mond version - each being a significant status symbol in their 
respective contexts. Mobile phones have become an icon of our 
age. They have become a basic part of everyday life and they 
will be one of the symbols for which we are remembered. 

CHAPTER THREE 

Mobile communication in 
everyday life: 3 billion 
new telephones 

1 Introduction 

As we discussed in the introductory chapter, some mobiles 
are complements to landlines - they are owned and used by 
people who also happen to have landlines. In the develop
ing world, however, the mobile is often a substitute for the 
landline (Hamilton, 2003). Thus, it brings many of the same 
fundamental benefits (and social and economic changes) 
associated with landline communication (de Sola Pool, 
1977; Fischer, 1992) to hundreds of millions of people who 
previously could not afford or did not have access to a tradi
tionallandline. 

In that spirit, we now turn to five vignettes - representa
tions of different everyday uses of the mobile phone - of five 
people whose first and only telephone is a mobile telephone. 
In chapter 4, we will present another five vignettes of people 
who have had access to both landline and mobile telephones. 
The first two describe actual people, Rohit and Annette. The 
characters in the rest of the vignettes are composites; the 
behaviors and attitudes are aggregations ofbehaviors of people 
we have observed in our own fieldwork, and have assembled 
from researchers from around the world. Though drawn from 
primary research, the resulting portrayals are fictional illustra
tions, designed to introduce key themes parsimoniously. 

1.1 Rohit, Bangalore, India 
Rohit, 25, works in a tech support center in Bangalore, India. 
He usually lives by himself. The vignette is based on an 
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interview appearing in C. Y. Wei (2007, 202-3), augmented 
with further conversations with Wei on October 19, 2007. 

Phone type: feature phone, no GRPSfWAP 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up" subscription 
Average monthly expenditure: $r5 
Hours of work to buy his mobile phone handset: three days 

of work to buy a 4,ooo-rupee ($wo) handset 
Most common use: voice calls, texting, games, FM radio and 

alarm clock 

Rohit came to work at his current job in the technical sup
port center of a major software firm, leaving his hometown 
of Delhi, over r,ooo miles away from Bangalore in the north. 
His parents keep in close touch with him, and in fact, his 
mother has recently stayed with him for a long visit. He works 
an overnight shift. Prasad, a friend from home, is staying with 
him while he looks for a job in Bangalore. When Rohit comes 
home early in the morning, his friend is getting up to start 
his day. 

Rohit has two mobile phones, each with its own subscrip
tion, which he regularly uses: his main Bangalore phone as 
well as one with a Delhi number. The Delhi number is paid 
for by his parents because they have a plan that allows them to 
call him for free and without roaming costs. This plan helps 
his mother stay in close contact with Rohit - her only son, 
her pride and joy. Rohit normally carries only the Bangalore 
phone. He reserves the Delhi phone for family calls and a few 
friends at home to save on the expense for his parents. 

Rohit works in front of a PC all day, but still uses the mobile 
to stay in touch with friends and family, even during his work 
shifts. Often, he is just planning where he will meet his friends 
for coffee or a movie, but he does so despite signs in the office 
which remind the employees that they are in a professional 
setting and need to keep mobile chats (and ringtones) as quiet 
as possible. Not surprisingly, he texts a lot, sending at least ro 
SMS messages a day. 

His apartment is pretty nice for a guy of his age - he has 
a fair bit of furniture and lots of family photos; he also has a 
home PC. Besides the two main phones, there are two other 
mobile handsets on his kitchen counter. He keeps one of 
these handsets handy but does not use it. The other handset 
he keeps in a basket- a broken Nokia that he had smashed in a 
fit of rage after a fight on the phone with his on-again, off-again 
girlfriend who lives in Delhi. The basket also holds a collection 
of chargers. These four phones were all purchased in the last 
five months. Rohit said that if we had met him earlier, he could 
have displayed even more handsets from when he switched 
from GSM to his current CDMA telephone. 

Rohit has been in his on-again, off-again relationship for 
five years. They are now "off'- she is engaged to another man. 
This outcome, according to Rohit, suited his parents and his 
friends who disliked how the two of them fought. After the 
breakup, Rohit chatted over the computer with a friend about 
the latest quarrel he had with the girl, and the friend urged him 
to cancel her mobile subscription (which he was paying for). 
His friend told him to cancel it right now, "in front of him." 
With the support of his friend, Rohit immediately called the 
mobile company to cancel. 

1.2 Annette, Kigali, Rwanda 
Annette, a 34-year-old woman in Kigali, is a mother of one, and 
a restaurant owner. An earlier version of this vignette appears 
in Donner (2005). 

Phone type: Nokia color display, with camera 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up" subscription 
Average monthly expenditure: $r5 
Hours of work to buy her mobile phone handset: about a 

week's worth ofher restaurant's profits, to buy a $75 used 
handset 

Most common use: voice calls, texting and intentional 
missed calls 



Around lunchtime, Annette has to divide her attention between 
preparing the sauce for her Matoke (steamed plantains) and 
fielding calls from her regular customers. Since 1996, Annette 
has run a small restaurant in Kigali, Rwanda, serving mostly 
Ugandan specialities to the many Ugandans living in the city. 
She's on her third handset now, a lot "fancier" than the one she 
started with in 2002, and, indeed, even fancier than the nice 
Sony she bought to replace it. Some petty thieves got to that 
Sony early last year. Like almost everyone she knows, Annette 
uses pay-as-you-go "recharge" cards to top-up her account. She 
pays only for the calls and texts she makes, gets free incoming 
calls and texts, and trades beeps (free, intentional missed calls, 
with coded meanings),1 as long as she keeps a minimum bal
ance active on her account. 

Some of Annette's calls are with friends and family, par
ticularly her mother. The local police recovered her stolen 
handset a few weeks after she had lost it. She had already 
replaced it, so she decided to give the extra handset to her 
mother; they now chat from time to time. She also calls her 
daughter, who is living at a school back in Uganda, hundreds 
of miles away. Needless to say, the mobile helps Annette feel 
closer to her family. 

But she has found that having a mobile makes her daily 
business transactions go more smoothly. The restaurant has 
never had a landline, let alone a PC, but now with the mobile 
phone Annette is reachable all the time. Her customers have 
her number. Some call in advance to order lunch. She says, 
"The food is always on time and easier for them. Not like first 
reaching here and ordering. No sooner do they park than we 
put lunch on the dining table, since we are aware of what they 
will have. So they can use only ten minutes to eat." Stragglers 
might instead send a "beep" to check if she still has food left for 
the day. If she does, Annette will "beep" back, hanging up on 
her customer on purpose. By hanging up on each other in this 
way, neither Annette nor her customer had to pay for a call or 
even a text message, but both of them know the code that works 

for them at lunchtime ... in this case, a pair of beeps means 
"come on down." Matoke takes a while to cook, but, thanks to 
her mobile, Annette is now in the fast-food business! 

1.3 Prashant, Warana, India 
Prashant, 31, is a sugarcane farmer in Warana, Maharashtra, 
India. His extended family lives with him. The vignette is based 
on Veeraraghavan, Yasodhar & Toyama (2007), augmented 
with an interview with Veeraraghavan, on October 20, 2007. 

Phone type: various shared handsets 
Subscription type: pre-paid "top-up" subscription 
Average monthly expenditure: $r 
Most common use: voice calls, checking inventory and bal

ances via SMS 

Like his father, his brother and most of his friends and neigh
bors, Prashant is a sugarcane farmer, in the village ofWarana, 
about 400 kilometers from Mumbai. His family, including his 
wife, his parents, three children and two brothers (and their 
families), live with him. 

The sugarcane business is hard work, but his family is better 
off than those who must eke out a living, only eating food they 
grow themselves. Instead, he belongs to a cooperative- so,ooo 
farmers strong - all working together to sell the sugarcane 
harvest to the domestic market three times a year. In years 
when the rains cooperate, Prashant and his family earn about 
6o,ooo rupees, or $r,soo, for their work. Everybody, includ
ing his wife, the kids and his brothers, helps out. Odd jobs and 
informal enterprises, like milking cows (to sell the milk) or a 
bit of carpentry, help earn the family another rs,ooo rupees 
($375) a year. 

Prashant had seen the ads for mobiles on TV (though he can 
read and write, he does not have time for newspapers or maga
zines), but did not see one up close until last year, when the 
first mobile tower was built near his village. He has power on 
his farm, but goes out frequently, especially during the rains. 



Soon, he noticed some of the wholesalers and truckers passing 
through had mobiles, and the wealthier farmers in the village 
soon followed. 

The first time he used a mobile, it was alongside the infor
mation agent who worked for the sugarcane collective. It was 
a remarkable, surprising display to all the farmers present that 
day. The information agent asked for Prashant's account code, 
and, seconds later, he could see details from Prashant' s accounts 
with the cooperative, right on the handset's tiny screen. 

For the previous decade or so, a portion of Prashant's dues 
to the cooperative had been paying for some electronic infor
mation kiosks and agents to run them. These kiosks would 
use some rather technical protocols on an older PC and a dial
up network connection to pull down price information about 
sugarcane, and would also track the balance of each farmer
credits owed from sugarcane sales, and debits owed due to use 
of water and fertilizer, etc. The kiosks themselves were a great 
help, since farmers only had to wait a couple of days to get 
their balances and to learn how much a harvest had yielded for 
their families, compared to two or more weeks when using the 
traditional paper system. But the network of village kiosks was 
expensive for the cooperative to maintain, the internet connec
tion was flaky at best, and power cuts often closed the kiosk in 
the village. 

In 2006 the collective tried an experiment, replacing many 
of their kiosks (including the one in Prashant's village) with 
a mobile phone-based system. Using this system, the former 
kiosk operator still accessed the master PC at the coopera
tive's headquarters, holding the cooperative's overall records. 
However, unlike with the old system, the kiosk operator could 
now carry the cooperative-owned mobile and roam from farm 
to farm, even visiting the farmers while they were still in the 
fields. All the same account information is available, but the 
new mobile system is faster to update and cheaper to maintain 
and install. It is also much more timely and convenient for the 
farmers to access. 

Now that he can check his balances more frequently, 
Prashant feels more in control. Those few days before he learns 
how much revenue his crops have earned are often emotion
ally stressful ones. Thus, it is nice to get the information as 
soon as possible. This allows him to plan the next planting. He 
can make better choices about when to plant, and how much 
water and fertilizer to use. In addition, it allows him to catch 
mistakes. Last year the person weighing Prashant's sugarcane 
inadvertently entered the wrong number. Since Prashant had 
the actual receipt, he could quickly check the information and 
correct the mistake. The ability to catch this problem quickly 
saved him and his family a lot of trouble. 

Lately, Prashant has been visiting his friend Mohan, 
another farmer down the road. Mohan has bought a used 
handset. On occasion Prashant can borrow the handset to 
stay up-to-date even on days when the information agent 
does not visit with the collective's handset. Prashant and 
Mohan have agreed (without really having to say anything) 
that, as long as it is just an occasional thing, Prashant can 
send the SMS to the cooperative's agricultural information 
system without paying Mohan directly. If, however, Prashant 
wants to talk to a relative or perhaps order some supplies 
from the city, he will come with a few rupees in his pocket 
to share with Mohan's family. Prashant has found that using 
Mohan's phone is better than waiting in line at the public 
payphone (PCO) in Warana. In addition, it is more private, 
since when he talks on the phone in the village everyone in 
town can hear his business. 

If he gets another good harvest, he is considering buying a 
handset ofhis own. Like Mohan, he will go to Kolhapur, a town 
about ro kilometers from his village, and will buy a second
hand one, with a black and white screen, from a vendor in the 
market. He hopes he can get one for 6oo rupees (about $r5). 
He has his eyes on the Nokia noo- he likes the flashlight, and 
the way the handset has a keypad in his language, Marathi. He 
also hears the long-life battery is great. 



1.4 Amihan, Singapore 
Amihan, 37, is a Filipina domestic worker living in Singapore. 
She lives in the home of her employer. The vignette is based 
on research by Ellwood-Clayton (2003, 2005), Paragas 
(2005), Pertierra (2oo6), Sun (2oo6), Thompson (2005), 
Uy-Tioco (2007). 

Phone type: Nokia r6oo (a simple color phone) 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up," with a Mobile Network 

Virtual Operator (MNVO) which matches the brand 
and services of her family's mobile carrier back in the 
Philippines 

Average monthly expenditure: $30 in text and voice calls, 
$20 in shared load, transferred to her daughter 

Hours of work to buy her mobile phone handset: 40 
Most common use: voice calls, text messages, money 

transfers 

Amihan can still remember the first time she made a mobile 
call from her room in Singapore. She called her daughter, 
Dalisay, back home in Roxas, in the Philippines. Ever since, 
it has made the 2,ooo kilometers between them feel like just 
a few meters, if only for the few minutes they are on the line 
together. Amihan has been a housekeeper in Singapore for 
seven years, travelling back to visit her daughter and parents 
only once a year. It's been hard being away so much, but, like 
many Filipinas, she decided that being an overseas foreign 
worker (OFW) was the best way to provide for her family. 

Her mobile has quickly become the most important way she 
stays involved with the goings-on at home. She is happy that 
her parents, who are getting on in years, can contact her any
time they need to, and that she can call them to remind them 
to do important things around their house. Dalisay is almost 
r6, but sometimes it seems she is not comfortable sharing 
what she is thinking or feeling with her mom. So, Amihan 
has learned that text messages - little notes about important 
things, and not-so-important things- are a better way to keep 

the bond between them. Lately, Dalisay has been forwarding 
some SMS messages from the "text God" service back in the 
Philippines. Amihan is not sure she believes the messages are 
really from God (or even blessed by him), but it is still a way to 
encourage her family's faith. It is better than the other SMSs 
she sometimes talks about with her daughter. Dalisay has a 
bunch of"male admirers"- some she barely knows- who text 
her at all hours of the day. Dalisay assures Amihan that she's 
not "with" any of these textmates, that they are just friends and 
sometimes flirt a little, but, of course, as her mom, Amihan is 
worried. The fact that Dalisay says that all her girlfriends her 
age also have these textmates does not really make Amihan 
feel any better. 

On a happier note, a great thing about the mobile is that it 
has made it easier for Amihan to send money home (that's the 
whole point of working abroad, right?). She uses her mobile to 
send home about 7 ,ooo Philippine pesos (about $175) a month. 
Before she bought the mobile, she would send money via a 
remittance company (which took almost 5 percent ofher wages 
as a commission), she'd send money by post (which took along 
time to reach her family) or she'd just hang onto the money until 
she made the trip home. Now, she just goes to the local office of 
her mobile company and hands over some of her wages. For a 
low fixed fee (a couple of dollars), that money is "sent" immedi
ately to her daughter's or her mother's mobile phone. They get a 
text message and a code saying the money has arrived, and take 
it to the store in their barangay (village) to get the money. Until 
her family has a bank account (which might be a while), this is 
the easiest way she can imagine to send money home. 

There is really only one person who is unhappy that Amihan 
has a mobile, and that is her long-time employer in the house in 
which she lives and works. Her boss complains that Amihan is 
always chatting with her friends (other Filipina housekeepers) 
in Tagalog - a language her boss will never be able to under
stand. Amihan thinks her boss is just nervous and feels like 
she can't control Amihan's every little move (the way she used 



1.4 Amihan, Singapore 
Amihan, 37, is a Filipina domestic worker living in Singapore. 
She lives in the home of her employer. The vignette is based 
on research by Ellwood-Clayton (2003, 2005), Paragas 
(2005), Pertierra (2oo6), Sun (2oo6), Thompson (2005), 
Uy-Tioco (2007). 

Phone type: Nokia 16oo (a simple color phone) 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up," with a Mobile Network 

Virtual Operator (MNVO) which matches the brand 
and services of her family's mobile carrier back in the 
Philippines 

Average monthly expenditure: $30 in text and voice calls, 
$20 in shared load, transferred to her daughter 

Hours of work to buy her mobile phone handset: 40 
Most common use: voice calls, text messages, money 

transfers 

Amihan can still remember the first time she made a mobile 
call from her room in Singapore. She called her daughter, 
Dalisay, back home in Roxas, in the Philippines. Ever since, 
it has made the 2,ooo kilometers between them feel like just 
a few meters, if only for the few minutes they are on the line 
together. Amihan has been a housekeeper in Singapore for 
seven years, travelling back to visit her daughter and parents 
only once a year. It's been hard being away so much, but, like 
many Filipinas, she decided that being an overseas foreign 
worker (OFW) was the best way to provide for her family. 

Her mobile has quickly become the most important way she 
stays involved with the goings-on at home. She is happy that 
her parents, who are getting on in years, can contact her any
time they need to, and that she can call them to remind them 
to do important things around their house. Dalisay is almost 
16, but sometimes it seems she is not comfortable sharing 
what she is thinking or feeling with her mom. So, Amihan 
has learned that text messages - little notes about important 
things, and not-so-important things- are a better way to keep 

the bond between them. Lately, Dalisay has been forwarding 
some SMS messages from the "text God" service back in the 
Philippines. Amihan is not sure she believes the messages are 
really from God (or even blessed by him), but it is still a way to 
encourage her family's faith. It is better than the other SMSs 
she sometimes talks about with her daughter. Dalisay has a 
bunch of "male admirers" - some she barely knows -who text 
her at all hours of the day. Dalisay assures Amihan that she's 
not "with" any of these textmates, that they are just friends and 
sometimes flirt a little, but, of course, as her mom, Amihan is 
worried. The fact that Dalisay says that all her girlfriends her 
age also have these textmates does not really make Amihan 
feel any better. 

On a happier note, a great thing about the mobile is that it 
has made it easier for Amihan to send money home (that's the 
whole point of working abroad, right?). She uses her mobile to 
send home about 7,ooo Philippine pesos (about $175) a month. 
Before she bought the mobile, she would send money via a 
remittance company (which took almost 5 percent of her wages 
as a commission), she'd send money by post (which took a long 
time to reach her family) or she'd just hang onto the money until 
she made the trip home. Now, she just goes to the local office of 
her mobile company and hands over some of her wages. For a 
low fixed fee (a couple of dollars), that money is "sent" immedi
ately to her daughter's or her mother's mobile phone. They get a 
text message and a code saying the money has arrived, and take 
it to the store in their barangay (village) to get the money. Until 
her family has a bank account (which might be a while), this is 
the easiest way she can imagine to send money home. 

There is really only one person who is unhappy that Amihan 
has a mobile, and that is her long-time employer in the house in 
which she lives and works. Her boss complains that Amihan is 
always chatting with her friends (other Filipina housekeepers) 
in Tagalog- a language her boss will never be able to under
stand. Amihan thinks her boss is just nervous and feels like 
she can't control Amihan's every little move (the way she used 



to), and Amihan likes it that way. She may be stuck in a tough 
job, but at least it gives her the power to take a break when she 
wants, and to get back to the barangay for a few minutes, if only 
in spirit. 

1.5 Liang, Guangxi, China 
Liang, a migrant worker at a chemical plant in Wuzhou, 
Guangxi, China, is 26 years old. He lives in a company dormi
tory. The vignette is based on research by Cartier, Castells & 
Qiu (2005), Gordon (2007), Law & Peng (2007), Su (2005), 
and Yu (2004). 

Phone type: used Nokia 8850 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up" subscription 
Average monthly expenditure: $IO voice and text, plus $20 

on the "party line" 
Hours of work to buy his mobile phone handset: 250 yuan 

phone ($36), about 4 days' work income 
Most common use: voice, text, chat room 

Wuzhou is not the biggest city in Southern China, but it still 
held lots of promise for Liang when he moved there from his 
village in Yunnan province. When he first made the move, 
he was looking for a better job. His dad passed away and he 
really did not have anyone left in his home village to stay with. 
Because of this, he just took buses for a few days and reached 
Wuzhou. After a couple of false starts, he landed a good job 
with a growing company. He lives in a factory dormitory at the 
chemical plant. He has been a good worker and has gained 
a lot of skills since he started, but the company has a lot of 
power over his life. He did not have the right papers and the 
government considered him a migrant worker with nongye 
hukou (agricultural registration). Lately he has been hearing 
that the rules are changing and that he might be able to stay in 
Wuzhou without fear of deportation back to his village, but, for 
now, it remains difficult to get health care from the state due to 
his registration status. He cannot wait to get those new papers 

and maybe buy a small place for himself ... maybe then the 
company will give him a raise. 

Liang's first mobile was a second-hand Bird, which is the 
Chinese brand. He remembers when he got it, because it was 
just before the SARS crisis, back in 2003. At first, when the 
crisis was new, he received text messages about the disease 
from the government health authorities, and from friends. But 
soon, the messages from the authorities just stopped; but he 
kept an active SMS dialogue with friends about what to do, 
what cities were most impacted, and how to treat the disease 
if they got it. Some of the texts seemed crazy (Liang got one 
which said that he could catch SARS just from an SMS mes
sage) but he was happy to be able to share any information- it 
made him feel less isolated during the worst of the crisis, when 
he would rarely venture outside except to go to work. 

These days, he tries to avoid the "crisis" messages. Every 
now and then, he will receive a message, usually in the form 
of a joke or some other vague language, protesting against this 
or that thing that the government is doing. Usually, these are 
anonymous, but sometimes his friend Shen forwards one of 
these messages to him. Honestly, Liang would rather keep his 
head down, at least until that nongye hukou thing gets sorted 
out. You never know who is reading your text messages, and 
he does not need the trouble. The jokes about some of the offi
cials can be funny, though. 

The Bird' s battery wore out, and he was making more money, 
anyway, so Liang wanted to show off a little bit. So, recently, 
he went to an informal phone shop in the main market in 
Wuzhou, and bought a second-hand, reconditioned Nokia 
885o for about 250 yuan ($36). It was great value and it is a 
fancy phone. He has thought about changing his number. It 
has one eight and a couple of sixes, but no fancy or lucky com
binations like his colleague Lei, who has a very lucky number: 
1_53° 871 3488 with its three eights, two of them being consecu
tive. But Liang does not have an unlucky number either- just a 
hum-drum number for now. Perhaps after he gets that raise he 



will trade up to a luckier number. Or he might get a new hand
set instead. Shen (the guy who sends Liang the political SMS 
messages) has a handset with video, and has a funny video clip 
of a dog smoking a cigarette (not to mention some pretty racy 
clips of female pop singers); Liang wouldn't mind being able 
to get a copy of all of them. 

Speaking of girls, Liang is hoping that the handset will 
help him find a wife. He has been dialing-in to a "party line" 
chat room, and trying to meet a nice girl somewhere nearby. 
Unfortunately, it seems like there's only a bunch of other guys 
like him on the line, and it's costing him a fortune. 

2 Reflections on the vignettes 

During the twentieth century, landlines became regular fix
tures in domestic, civil and commercial spheres throughout 
the developed world. And yet it is remarkable how unremark
able this spread seems to have become (de Sola Pool, 1977; 
Fischer, 1992). Many readers of this book will have been born 
into homes with landlines in place, and perhaps had a line 
of their own even as teenagers. Much of the developed world 
has grown comfortable with connectivity at a distance afforded 
by the landline network; perhaps many take the privilege of a 
voice call almost for granted. 

In the developing world, however, the mobile has led to a 
second surge of connectivity - every bit the equal of the first 
surge brought about by landlines. Clearly, none of the fic
tional people we described in this chapter take their mobiles 
for granted. None had ever owned a landline phone; in each 
case, the mobile was their first, primary and basically exclu
sive means of mediated communication. Only one, Rohit, 
uses a PC. Some have purchased second-hand mobiles, while 
Prashant still shares a phone with others in his community. 
We cannot overemphasize the importance of this basic con
nectivity to hundreds of millions of people in similar situations. 
Like the landline (Boettinger, 1977; Maitland, 1984) and the 

telegraph before it, the mobile offers its users the remarkable 
ability to move their ideas faster than they can walk. Thus it is 
understandable that many poor households have voted with 
their pocketbooks, electing to spend upwards of 10 percent 
of their monthly household income on telecommunications, 
compared to a level more like 3 percent in more prosperous 
countries (Gray, 2005; Zainudeen, Samarajiva & Abeysuriya, 

2006). The remainder of the chapter will discuss the signifi
cance of these vignettes, focusing on the ways in which the 
mobile is used as a substitute for a landline. 

2.1 Mobiles are telephones first 
One way to frame the importance of the mobile as a pri
mary means of mediated communication is to focus on the 
telephone number rather than the handset. Granted, market
ers (and researchers) are interested in fixing our attention on 
feature-rich handsets and software, but each new mobile user 
gains access to the global network of switches, cables, satellites 
and fiber that connects each telephone to every other. As Colin 
Cherry said of the landline phone during its centennial year, 
"perhaps we ought not to celebrate the telephone at all in 1976, 
but should ... celebrate instead the telephone exchange. It was 
the exchange principle that led to the growth of endless new 
social organizations" (1977, 114). 

If we think of the number of subscribers, the first decade of 
the twenty-first century will see the addition of 3 billion new 
ways to make a telephone call. Thus, our understanding of the 
impact of mobile communication should be grounded in our 
understanding of mediated communication, more broadly. 
Existing research on the role of the telephone in society can 
help us see continuities and differences between mobile com
munication and "traditional" mediated communication. This 
chapter tends to highlight the continuities; the next will high
light some differences. 

To make sense of the arrival of mobile telephones in the 
lives of people like those represented here - Liang, Amihan, 



Prashant and so on - we can look at historical and sociologi
cal literature on the telephone, some of which has taken the 
long view of its impacts on the social and economic spheres. 
It has been difficult at times to step far enough back from the 
telephone to understand its role in shaping societies. Studies 
of the landline telephone are relatively scarce, compared to 
those of the press, the television and, recently, the internet. 
Nevertheless, scholars developed an intuition about the impact 
of mediated communication on social organizations, on the 
workplace, on the home and on human settlements; in short, 
industrialized societies have been taking advantage of (and 
been shaped by) the ability to instantaneously communicate 
at a distance for over a century and a hal£ As noted in chapter 
2, the telegraph (Standage, 1998) and Marconi's wireless radio 
offered early electric improvements to physically transporting 
messages, and offered greater distances and better reliability 
than, say, semaphore signals, smoke signals or lights and mir
rors. Quickly, these innovations created crises of control and 
coordination, as the instantaneous availability of information 
created opportunities for distributed action, required align
ment of time zones and restructured international relations 
(Beniger, 1986; Carey, 1988; Steele & Stein, 2002). 

Though the telegraph was the first modern mediated com
munications device, the telephone, supported by the exchange 
system, was the first to make its way into the hands ofindividu
als and small businesses. The year the telephone was invented, 
1876, the United States had 214,000 miles of telegraph wire 
and 8,500 telegraph offices (Aronson, 1977); there were 13 mil
lion telephones in operation only 25 years later (Grace, Kenny 
& Qiang, 2004). By its centennial year, with 228 million lines 
around the world, its impact on human life was becoming 
clear.2 For example, Martin Mayer described how the tele
phone's intimacy, ease of use and "privity" both allowed the 
telephone to serve as "an extension of self" (1977, 238) and yet 
"permits others to impose their time scale upon you" (p. 244). 
Thinking about the possibility of a wireless phone, he was con-

cerned: "I must say, though, that before I would carry that sort 
of instrument, I'd insist on a way to turn it off. The telephone 
may not have reached saturation yet, but some of its users cer
tainly have" (Mayer, 1977, 245). 

Indeed, the sheer variety of uses and contexts to which the 
telephone can be applied undermines the universality of state
ments about its impacts. To de Sola Pool, "The phone, in short, 
adds to human freedom, but those who gain freedom can use 
it however they choose. Rather than constraining action in 
any one direction, the telephone is an agent of effective action 
in many directions" (1977, 4). Claude Fischer, focusing on 
American households prior to 1940, found amplification as 
often as directional change: 

Americans apparently used home telephones to widen and 
deepen existing social patterns rather than to alter them. 
Despite the romance of speaking over long distances, 
Americans did not forge new links with strange and far 
away people. Despite experiments with novel applications 
of telephony, they did not attend concerts, get healed, hold 
town meetings or change lifestyles via the telephone. As well 
as using it to make practical life easier, Americans use the 
telephone to chat more often with neighbors, friends and 
relatives; to save a walk when a call might do; to stay in touch 
more easily with people who lived an inconvenient distance 
away. The telephone resulted in our reinforcement, a deep
ening, a widening of existing lifestyles more than in any new 
departure. (Fischer, 1992, 263) 

Telephones help people be people and families be families. 
That does not mean that telephone use is uncomplicated; for 
example, Rakow describes how the mediated communication 
afforded by telephones lets women of small children work out
side the home. This "remote mothering," at the same time, 
places new constraints and demands on their time (Rakow, 
1992). All of this suggests that any reductionist or purely 
instrumental lens might not be sufficient to capture what the 
phone means to people, to discern how and why it is used, or 
what its "impacts" might be. 



2.2 Like landlines, mobiles help support and amplify existing 
social relationships 
Looking back over the vignettes, it is easy to see echoes of this 
same social amplification effect; when people have no other tel
ephone, save the mobile, much of that device's use will mirror that 
of a landline. Amihan engages in "remote mothering" of her 
daughter back in the Philippines. Rohit's mom does a bit of 
remote mothering herself, having purchased a mobile and a 
subscription for her son in Bangalore. Prashant does not even 
own his own handset yet, but, when he borrows his friend's 
mobile, it is to place calls to family members living far from 
his village. Annette, too, chats with friends and family when 
she is not working in her restaurant. A study of small-business 
owners in Rwanda, like Annette, revealed that roughly two
thirds of their total calls were not with business associates, but 
were rather with friends and family (Donner, 2004b). 

Liang's reliance on his mobile during the SARS crisis is also 
illustrative of earlier uses of the landline; from social support 
to information seeking, people take advantage of mediated 
communications to pursue a variety of goals and needs. Tbis is 
not to say that every telephone call placed on a mobile handset 
reinforces an existing, strong relationship. Liang, for example, 
uses the mobile to access chat rooms and to look for romance, 
and Amihan's daughter Dalisay exchanges text messages 
with boys much more frequently than Amihan would like. As 
Fischer's and de Sola Pool's observations about the landline 
make clear, people can use mobiles to pursue relations of vari
ous kinds, durations and properties. Chat lines and romantic 
texts are common to mobiles (Pertierra, 2006), but they have 
their roots in landline features, whether paid services or even 
party lines. Despite the occasional "moral panics" in the mass 
media about the role of mobiles in romantic relationships, it 
may be overly reductionist to suggest that mobiles cause teen 
romance in the Philippines or China or India. Rather, as we'll 
cover in more detail in the next chapter, mobiles present new 
challenges around age-old issues; like mass adoption of the 

automobile in 1950s USA or the placement oflandlines in the 
bedrooms of American teens a few decades later, the avail
ability of mobiles has been a boon to young people looking 
for companionship, and a source of concern for their parents 
(Donner, Rangaswamy, Steenson & Wei, 2oo8). 

Tbus, the content, purpose or impact of the teenagers' calls 
might not be very different from what we might see with land
lines. However, thanks to the different economics of mobile 
coverage, to advances in electronics, miniaturization, compu
tation and connectivity, and to changes in the global economy 
which have given each of them greater purchasing power than 
their parents or grandparents had at their age, they are able to 
do via a mobile handset what other people have been doing 
for over a century - they can make and receive calls which can 
help them pursue the lives they wish to pursue. 

2.3 Like landlines, mobiles help people be productive and pursue 
their livelihoods 
Tbere is a second discussion, however, in which the instru
mental, directed benefits associated with telephony have been 
of central concern. We can also look at the specialized research 
on the role of telephones in economic development. For at least 
half a century, policymakers and researchers have been amass
ing specific evidence about the role which telephones play in 
supporting growth and alleviating poverty; their insights about 
markets, security, isolation and coordination ring truer than 
ever, as mobiles have increased the availability (and value) 
of the telephone networks around the world. Telephones 
~llow individuals and organizations to gather and exchange 
mformation about prices, transportation, medical services, 
emergencies, new market opportunities and so on. Tbese calls 
are critical inputs not just to high-tech "information age" busi
nesses but to agriculture, manufacturing, services and trade 
(Hardy, 1980; Hudson, 1984, 2006). Households clearly value 
t~lecommunications services, being willing to forgo expen
ditures on other things to pay for telephony (Torero, 2ooo). 



Governments, too, rely on telephony for everything from 
public health surveillance to taxation. 

Debates remain about measuring the exact magnitude 
to which, and causal processes by which, the telephone or 
telephone penetration contributes to growth and economic 
development (Roller & Waverman, 2001). But, as we have 
noted in chapter 1, the Maitland Commission (Maitland, 
1984) pointed to a major discrepancy between access to 
telecommunications services in the developed and the devel
oping worlds. Economists working with the World Bank 
have gathered and integrated hundreds of studies about 
telecommunications and economic development. They sum
marize telephony's contributions as including: better market 
information; improved transport efficiency and more dis
tributed economic development; reduction of isolation and 
increase in security for villages, organizations and people; 
and increased connectivity to (and coordination with) inter
national economic activity (Saunders, Warford & Wellenieus, 

1994· 23-9)· 

These same four major categories of impacts of telephony 
apply to mobiles as well, particularly and most visibly in 
the developing world, but also elsewhere, where billions of 
mobiles can be used in the same instrumental, productive 
ways as landlines. The boom in mobile telephony has brought 
a major new wave of expansion in the telephone network. 
What we see now is a second wave in this same process: previ
ously excluded neighborhoods, rural areas, whole regions and 
even whole countries (Somalia) "suddenly" have telecoms. All 
told, at a macro level, one econometric study suggests that, 
among low-income nations, an increase in mobile penetration 
of 10 lines per 100 is associated with a 0.59 percent increase in 
G DP per capita growth (Waverman, Meschi & Fuss, 2005, 18). 

Much work remains to be done before we have an exhaustive, 
comprehensive or universal model of the causalities underly
ing this observed correlation, but the variety of mechanisms 
is illustrated in the vignettes, which echo many of the themes 

from the Saunders, Warford and Wellenieus list. Using this 
list, we see the following. 

2.3.1 MOBILES SUPPLY PRICE AND MARKET INFORMATION 

Mobile telephony allows people to place orders, arrange ship
ments, check prices and make deals. In what is perhaps among 
the clearer and more elegant studies of the economic impacts 
of mobile communication in the developing world, Robert 
Jensen (2007) demonstrates the impact of the introduction of 
mobiles (and their ability to convey price and demand infor
mation) on the price of fish. By tracking the price of fish at 
weekly intervals over five years at various port markets in the 
Indian state of Kerala, Jensen is able to demonstrate how the 
price of sardines stabilized almost immediately after the arrival 
of mobiles, reducing waste, and allowing fishermen to earn 
more money on average from their catches. In one sense, the 
critical missing element was basic information about prices 
and demand - the kind of information which can generally be 
conveyed by landlines (e.g. Eggleston, Jensen & Zeckhauser, 
2002). But of course, in another sense, no fisherman was ever 
going to benefit from landline telephony - the nature of their 
days cruising the near-shore seas means that only a mobile/ 
wireless solution could provide the connectivity they needed. 

In the vignettes, we see Prashant, who is taking advantage of 
connectivity at a distance when he checks prices or his balance 
due to the sugarcane collective, using a text messaging system 
instead of voice calls to gather the information he needs. 

2.3.2 MOBILES HELP IMPROVE TRANSPORT EFFICIENCY AND 

DISTRIBUTE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

If Annette had a landline at the restaurant, customers could 
call her there to place orders and check on the specials of the 
day; but she does not. Her mobile is the tool that allows her 
to "micro-coordinate" with customers. Annette's customers at 
the restaurant in Kigali are also using mobiles to ask her about 
her products: to place orders for lunch and to see if food is still 



available. Some of these interactions are so routine that they 
can be done with a "beep"- an intentional missed call that con
veys pre-negotiated information without the price of a voice call 
or text message. When her customers place a call, they can save 
a trip; and even when they decide to arrive, the food is hot and 
waiting at the table for them. When Prashant orders fertilizer or 
a new tool from his cooperative, or from another vendor, using 
the mobile, he is saving time, swapping calls for trips; it also 
creates a rural-urban linkage, and the tool vendors can serve a 
wider geographic sweep of customers more effectively thanks to 
the benefits of coordination at a distance (Overa, zoo8). Other 
farmers in India can activate irrigation pumps in their fields 
via SMS, again saving a trip to the fields. These little things, 
repeated billions of times by hundreds of millions of users, 
amplifY, strengthen and diversifY the opportunity for economic 
and civic interactions between people and organizations. 

Annette's small business is benefiting from her access to 
the mobile; so too is Prashant's. However, these examples of 
how mobile phones impact the livelihoods of many people in 
the developing world do not imply that everyone benefits from 
mobile communications in this way (Miller, zoo6). Not every 
business will improve thanks to access to mobile communica
tions. Nor does everyone use a mobile to start or improve an 
enterprise. Indeed, not everyone has an enterprise to improve. 
Nevertheless, the utility of the mobile phone to some businesses 
and livelihoods is clear. Hundreds of millions of households 
throughout the developing world rely on small and informal 
enterprises to earn their livelihoods, hundreds of millions more 
rely on small-scale agriculture- thus, the capacity of the mobile 
phone to help match buyers and sellers, to reduce price uncer
tainty and to lower the costs of transactions is helpful indeed. 

2.3.3 MOBILES REDUCE ISOLATION AND INCREASE SECURITY 
Beyond strengthening of domestic markets, mobiles, like 
landlines and telegraphs, help tie together rural and urban 
areas, allowing greater coordination of government services. 

when living in an urban area, Liang found that his gov-
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messages with updates and instruchons around the hme of 

the SARS crisis. 
Public health projects are illustrative here (Donner, 2004a). 

In Africa, companies like Voxiva (Casas & LaJoie, 2003) and 
Cell-Life have developed public health informatics platforms 
which allow health ministries to send queries, gather statis
tics and coordinate activities with rural health clinics, many of 
which lack electricity or a landline connection. From gathering 
data on the status of stocks of antiretroviral drugs to treat HIV / 
AIDS to empowering nurses to offer better prenatal and ante
natal care, the connectivity offered by mobiles has helped cut 
into the isolation that has separated villages from their govern
ments. Sometimes, advanced software solutions are not even 
required; Idowu, Ogunbodede & Idowu (2003) describe how 
doctors in a Nigerian hospital use their own personal mobiles 
as their paging and voice mail system, because the hospital 
lacks a formal (and expensive) voice mail system of its own. 
Rural residents can use mobiles to call for ambulances in 
emergencies (Souter et al., zoos). 

2.3.4 MOBILES FACILITATE INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC LINKAGES 
The higher cost ofinternational calls might prevent many small 
businesses from using mobiles to seek international markets 
(Molony, zoo6); conversely, larger businesses already have 
landlines. So the link between mobiles and international trade 
may not be as strong as that between the landline or telegraphs 
and trade. 

However, Amihan's and Annette's stories illustrate how 
the accessible, affordable connectivity provided by mobile 
communication helps some families stay together over long 
distances, even when the reason for that distance is the 
pursuit of economic opportunity (Paragas, 2005). By some 
estimates, there were over zoo million overseas diaspora 
workers in 2007, sending roughly $320 billion annually 



(GSM Association, 2007) to their families back home. Others 
are migrants (like Annette), permanent settlers in one coun
try from another. Countless millions more, like Liang, have 
relocated within countries, moving from rural areas to urban 
ones in search of better jobs or a livelihood. Undoubtedly, 
mobiles help them stay closer to their families over distance 
-might this connectivity help them stay away longer, does it 
help them spend less to stay connected, or do they perhaps 
just feel more connected when working away? In any case, it 
is difficult to draw a bright line between economic and non
economic use of the mobile. It is not uncommon for family 
members living overseas to buy mobiles for their families 
back home (Tall, 2004); the conversations carried by those 
mobiles will mix social and economic subjects. 

2.4 Mobiles and the digital divide 
The spread of mobiles in the developing world has not gone 
unnoticed by policymakers, nor by the press. Cover stories in 
daily newspapers regularly trumpet how mobiles are closing 
the "digital divide." In a manner of speaking, they are correct; 
people who previously had little access to affordable telephone 
services now have that access, and millions are taking advan
tage of it. But the term "digital divide" is slippery. It originally 
described a socioeconomic gap between computer users and 
nonusers in the United States. A more direct antecedent might 
be the "universal service" obligations in the US and European 
landline rollouts; universal service obligations are being re
worked in the mobile sphere as nations allocate the valuable 
spectrum - in India, for example. There is no doubt that gov
ernments, policymakers, etc., have a role to play, and that ICTs 
can be more or less "pro-poor" depending on how they are con
figured in society (Forestier, Grace & Kenny, 2002). 

But mobiles are no more of a cure-all than any other tech
nology. In livelihood studies, for example, some point out how 
access to I use of mobiles may not overcome other structural 
factors. Not everyone may profit equally from mobiles- traders, 

for example, may do better than producers (Jagun, Heeks & 
Whalley, 2007), and voice calls may not undo or replace time
tested trustworthy face-to-face relationships (Molony, 2oo6). 
Mobiles may help close an access gap, but do not (a) immedi
ately re-structure human affairs in a more "just" way, nor (b) 
provide the motivation, affordability or even technical capacity 
to access and use advanced informational services like GIS, 
medical imaging, spreadsheets, etc. (Donner, 2oo8b). 

Voice calls and text messages remain the bulk of most peo
ple's mobile behavior. Indeed, for every mobile internet session 
or use of advanced services there are thousands, if not millions, 
of SMS messages and voice calls. This said, some people are 
experimenting with more advanced and varied functionality, 
from cameras and video to music, internet and e-mail. Still 
others use simple text or voice interfaces to access "advanced" 
services sitting on the servers, as in the case of m-banking or ill
government. One example is the mobile-enabled transactions 
and membership database managed by Prashant's sugarcane 
collective. Agricultural exchanges and m-transactions hubs like 
Senegal's Manobi and Bangladesh's Cell Bazaar are springing 
up around the developing world, letting farmers conduct busi
ness at a distance, in ways previously restricted to those with PC 
or dial-up internet access (infoDEV, 2004). 

Another example is Amihan's remittances, which she 
sends back to Roxas using an m-banking system. There are 
far more people in the world with mobile phones than with 
bank accounts (Porteous, 2006), but, increasingly, the mobile 
can be used as a way to store currency and to pay for trans
actions, even for people without formal checking accounts 
or credit cards (Donner & Tellez, 2oo8). In Kenya, one such 
m-payments system is M-PESA, which has signed up over 2 
million users in the first 18 months of operation. Users no 
longer have to wait in line at banks to send money from one 
part of the country to another; they simply "cash in" at an 
agent's shop and then send funds to friends or family via SMS 
(Morawczynski & Miscione, 2oo8). We are just scratching the 



surface of what m-commerce and m-services can provide; but 
in the last few years, innovations have begun to come from 
the developing world as well as the developed. In the case of 
m-banking, the Philippines, South Africa and Kenya are lead
ing the way (infoDEV, 2006). 

Returning to the "digital divide" as a matter ofintemet access, 
rather than telephony, there's room for optimism. Recent 
improvements to web browsers on high-end phones will begin 
to trickle down to middle-range phones, while the proportion 
of even the most basic phones which support some simple 
(if not graphically beautiful or particularly speedy) data trans
fer will continue to rise. Data access will most likely improve 
and, perhaps, become more affordable in many markets. That 
said, neither the research community nor industry knows for 
sure what proportion of the world's population currently not 
online will elect to use the mobile as their primary (or only) 
internet access device. The problem is not with the march of 
technological progress and adoption, but rather with the term 
"digital divide". Indeed, while the "entry-level" phone of 2015 

will probably contain many features of today's top-end models, 
the top-end phones of 2015 will also have shifted, perhaps to 
faster networks, better displays, better or completely rede
signed interfaces, more processing power, etc. As long as there 
are differences in income, skills, literacy and simple personal 
preference, there is likely to be some kind of"digital divide." 

3 Summary - mobiles are another step towards 
a global information society 

We will see the addition of over 3 billion new mobile telephone 
lines during the first decade of the twenty-first century. Many 
of these lines are in the developing world, where hundreds of 
millions of people have access to affordable telephony for the 
first time. Through a series of fictional vignettes, we have out
lined how some of these new users - people like Prashant, 
Amihan, Liang, Rohit and Annette - use this new commu-

nications possibility on a daily basis. We used their stories 
to illustrate two great continuities between mobile phones 
and earlier mediated communications, particularly the tel
ephone. Like landlines, mobiles support and amplifY social 
relationships. Moreover, like landlines, mobiles help people 
and organizations be more productive, by allowing the quick 
transmission of information, by substituting for journeys, by 
increasing security and by allowing for coordination of events 
at a distance. 

This is not to say that mobile phones are not something 
new. The next three chapters will deal directly with the new 
norms and challenges presented by the arrival of widespread 
mobile communication. But we do want to close this chapter 
with a reminder that mobiles are a force of continuity as well as 
change. Unlike CB radios, for example, mobiles connected to 
the landline telephone exchanges almost from the start, which 
made both mobiles and existing landlines more valuable. 

Broader, existing descriptions of the role of mediated 
communications in modem society are an important start
ing point for understanding many of the impacts of mobile 
communication to date. We have highlighted a few such 
descriptions in this chapter, particularly Fischer on the history 
of America's early adoption of the landline and the birth of the 
"social call" in pre-Second World War America, and Beniger 
on the century-long control revolution in the productive 
sphere and the arrival of real-time coordination of activities 
at a distance. As mobiles are sweeping the world, bringing 
huge spikes in connectivity and telephony-per-capita to the 
4-5 billion people who started the twenty-first century without 
a telephone, the patterns identified by Beniger and Fischer, 
and by many other students of the landline, remain valid. 

Moving to an even higher level of generalization, we can 
recall the general formulation ofCastells' "network society." To 
Castells, the networks of informational exchange are so cen
tral to the organization of our productive and social spheres 
that they have come to define our age. These networks began 



with the telegraph, took root with the landline, and boomed 
in complexity and power thanks to everything from satellites 
to television to the internet itself. Of course, the economy of 
the early twenty-first century is not all virtual. People grow 
food, build houses and dig mines as they have done for cen
turies. Nor have our social interactions gone all-mediated. The 
vast majority of people (even Facebook and World ofWarcraft 
addicts) have families, friends, coworkers and neighbors they 
see at least sometimes, face to face. But "Networks," argued 
Castells in 1996, just before the mobile explosion, "constitute 
the new social morphology of our societies, and the diffusion 
of networking logic substantially modifies the operation and 
outcomes in processes of production, experience, power, and 
culture" (Castells, 1996, 469). Connections to these network 
flows, of media and telecommunications, of highways and 
international trade, order and re-shape all the stuff of non
electronic everyday life. In that sense, mobiles are extensions 
of these networks, not replacements or disruptors of them, a 
point Castells and his colleagues emphasize in their review text, 
Mobile Communication and Society (Castells et al., 2007, 258). 

At the same time, mobiles are remarkably numerous, offer 
greater mobility, increased and ubiquitous processing power 
and flexibility, and are often linked to people, rather than 
physical places. For these reasons, the devices do present 
different challenges to users, non-users, organizations and 
societies -ones that even the best students of telecommunica
tion, like Beniger and Fischer (or the members of the Maitland 
Commission), were largely unable to anticipate. We will exam
ine some of these challenges in the next chapter. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Mobile communication in 
everyday life: new choices, 
new challenges 

1 Introduction 

In chapter 3, we examined the role of mobile communication 
for those who had never, or perhaps only rarely, used a landline 
telephone, and argued that, in many ways, the mobile phone 
needs to be understood as a telephone first - we emphasized 
that the main benefit of mobile telephony to many people is 
the "telephony" part, not necessarily the "mobile" part. That 
said, even amongst the vignettes of the previous chapter, we 
could see examples of how the mobile phone presents new 
choices and new challenges to its users, compared to the tradi
tionallandline. In this chapter we will draw a series of fictional 
vignettes describing mobile phone use for those who use 
mobiles as complements to landlines. Two major differences 
stand out: the convergence of the voice features with other 
media, features and functions, from cameras to music play
ers to the World Wide Web, and, second, the wirelessness and 
portability of the device, which has made so many of its users 
reachable anywhere, anytime. 

This second set of vignettes will further underscore the 
breadth of use patterns around the world. Differences in the 
way telephone companies commercialize their offerings, 
differences in the technologies used, differences in the way 
governments have regulated the industry and differences in 
everyday users have resulted in quite different behaviors. For 
example, keitai in Japan are both powerful and "cute," and 
are the device of choice for most Japanese. In the USA, "cell 
phones" are bundled with postpaid family plans and corporate 
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accounts, and compete with instant messaging, e-mails, 
laptops and landlines for the attention of their users. In sub
Saharan Africa, prepaid top-up accounts have given millions 
of people their first real access to telephony. They need only to 
have a small SIM card that they can insert in another person's 
handset. Within societies, the differences are just as great; life 
stages, socioeconomic status, vocations and simple personal 
preferences create considerable variety in the ways people use 
mobiles. The following stories only begin to capture the variety 
of ways people choose to use their mobiles in everyday life. 

1.1 Mette, Oslo, Norway 

Mette, a 47-year-old woman who lives in Oslo. She works in hos
pital administration. (Based on interaction with Marit Sandvik.) 

Phone type: Nokia 3100 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up" subscription 
Average monthly expenditure: $20 (about I hour's work) 
Hours of work to buy her mobile phone handset: $120 

(about 6 hours' work) 
Most common use: voice calls to her family, with some 

texting 

Mette is a 47-year-old woman who lives in Oslo. She is an 
administrator at one of the large hospitals in the city and she 
lives with her husband Roald and their two children (Inger 
aged 15 and Per aged 12). They live in a comfortable section of 
the city that is not far from the forest, with a view of the Oslo 
Fjord. As with many families in Oslo, they have only one car 
and indeed rely on public transport for most commuting. 

Each member of the household has a mobile phone. Mette 
has an older green and white Nokia with a black and white 
screen and the basic functions. She has a perverse pride in 
having an old telephone when many of those around her have 
new sleek devices that have tons of functions - which they 
never use. By contrast, her mobile phone is robust and easy to 
take care of. Her children make fun of it as being a museum 
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piece. Their daughter Inger has a more advanced mobile tel
ephone that allows her to play music and take photos, and 
indeed her mobile phone and her MP3 player are usually with 
her. She is proficient at sending text messages and maintains 
a seemingly constant stream of interactions with her school 
friends. Per has a mobile phone, but often forgets it and it is 
not often charged up. Roald has the most advanced mobile 
phone that is provided by his employer. He has a device that 
allows him to check his e-mail and surf the net in addition to a 
broad range of other functions- he uses e-mail the most. The 
family also has a traditionallandline phone that is in frequent 
use. 

Mette was late in adopting the use of the mobile phone. 
Indeed, it took a small conspiracy five years earlier between 
Roald, Inger and Per to put one in Mette's hands. She had 
resisted getting a phone since she felt that it was not necessary, 
just a fad and only a waste of money. During a Saturday shop
ping expedition, the three had decided on the model and had 
bought it. In addition, they bought her a prepaid "top-up" sub
scription. With this type of subscription, there was no monthly 
charge, but the price of each call and text message was some
what higher than for subscriptions with a fixed monthly fee. 
This allowed her to prepay for her use and, when she had used 
up her credit, she could "replenish" her account. Mette was not 
a part of the decision-making process. At that time, the mobile 
phone cost about I,ooo Norwegian crowns (that is, a bit more 
than a half a day's wages). The prepaid access can be bought in 
various units ranging from 50 to soo crowns. 

At first Mette rarely used the phone. She did not see herself 
as the type of person who needed a mobile phone. Only a few 
people had her telephone number and she almost never had 
her phone turned on and with her. It was usually either Inger 
or Per who might call her when they were done with one of 
their free-time activities. 

At one point, her mother- who lives in a small village on 
the west coast of Norway- was sick and admitted to the local 



hospital. During that period, Mette carried the phone with her 
to be in touch with the hospital and to be available to her father 
and her brother. After this crisis passed, the mobile phone 
reverted to its more restricted role in Mette's life. However, the 
situation pointed to the benefit of being available as needed, 
and the lesson was not lost on Mette. 

A couple of years after Mette got her phone, Inger entered 
middle school. In addition to being located somewhat further 
away from home, the transition also marked Inger's growing 
social engagement in her peer group. Inger became involved 
in the local cross-country skiing club. She competes in dif
ferent meets held in the greater Oslo area. In addition, she is 
often invited to the home of one ofher friends. Per often plays 
soccer after school and Roald was sometimes away on busi
ness trips. Given all these diverse trajectories, the coordination 
of the family became increasingly complex. Mette soon saw the 
convenience of having a mobile phone since it facilitated the 
coordination of different family errands. Roald could call from 
the store to ask whether they had enough cat food or whether 
he should also get some clothes at the cleaners. Inger could 
call and ask permission to visit a friend after skiing practice, 
and Mette was available to Per when he was done with school. 

Both Inger and Per became proficient at the use oftexting. To 
be sure, Inger was entering into that phase oflife where she sent 
and received what Mette seemed to think was dozens of mes
sages every minute. Mette and Roald soon started receiving text 
messages from Inger. It was, in effect, Inger who taught them 
how to tap out the messages on the keypad of the mobile. 

As time went on, Mette became more proficient in her use 
of texting and began to receive messages from many sources: 
from her colleagues at work when different crises erupted; from 
the children when she was at work when they had things that 
needed to be dealt with; from Roald; and on occasion from, for 
example, a repair shop when the item being repaired was ready 
to be picked up. Sometimes it seems to be a little too much. 

While she lags badly behind her teenage daughter in the use 

of the device, it has become a standard part of her kit. More 
recently, the family has changed to a "family subscription" 
that allows free calls amongst their phones. This, along with 
Mette's growing reliance on the device, has meant that the 
mobile phone has become increasingly central in her coordi
nation of the family. 

Mette generally makes one or two short calls and perhaps 
sends a text message each day. These generally deal with 
arranging to pick up one of the children or deciding on a meet
ing place while on the fly. The mobile and texting are also used 
to keep a cautious connection with Inger who is starting to 
explore the world of boys, parties and the pursuits of adult life. 
Mette and Roald do not call Inger often when she is out in the 
evening. They do, however, send her a discreet text message 
when it is starting to get late. Thus, rather than humiliate her 
in front of her friends, they engage in a quiet "background" 
type of interaction that allows them to keep the information 
channel open. 

Mette does not use any advanced services on her phone and 
indeed the device is so old that it is not possible, for example, 
to surf the net or to use W AP services. Mette still uses the land
line phone if she wants to have a longer phone conversation 
with either one of her friends or with her mother. 

1.2 Mika, Nagoya, japan 
Mika, r6, is a teen who lives with her parents in Nagoya, Japan. 
(Based on interaction with Satomi Sugiyama.) 

Phone type: a beige FOMA S0703i flip phone with a "Mifl)r" 
strap and a stuffed bear charm and a photo of her friends 
attached to the back of the device 

Subscription type: a "family plan" where her parents pay 
for 4,ooo minutes and 1,ooo meiru (text messages) that 
Mika, her q-year-old brother Kano and their parents 
must share. Her family pays about ¥13,000 per month 
(about $75) for their service. 



Average monthly expenditure: her parents pay for her use as 
part of their family plan 

Hours of work to buy her mobile phone handset: with the 
use of bonus points, it took Mika's father about 4 hours' 
work to pay for her new handset 

Most common use: mostly texting but some voice calls 

Mika is a 16-year-old teen living in Nagoya. She attends Toho 
High School and although they are a couple of years in the 
future, she spends a large portion of her day studying for her 
college exams. She is good in literature and is among the best 
in her class at learning languages. Math, however, does not 
come easily, so she needs to spend a lot of time working on 
that. On most days, in the evening after school, she attends 
juku or a "cram school" that focuses on helping her with the 
entrance exam for a university education. She attends this with 
some of her friends and so, in addition to the hard work, she 
gets to spend some social time with her peers. She also takes 
piano lessons through an after-school program. 

Mika has had her phone for the past three years. Her parents 
bought her a phone when she started in middle school. Getting 
to the school involved taking the tram and so her parents felt 
that they would have better contact with her if she had a keitai 
or mobile phone. Now she sends meiru to her mother when 
she is going to come home late from her evening classes. On 
one occasion, Mika accidentally forgot to bring her homework 
to school. She was able to send a text message to her mother, 
asking her to bring it to her at school. Her mother was not very 
happy about having to do it, but for Mika it saved the day. In 
addition to using her mobile to keep in touch with her parents, 
she also is quite active in sending and receiving text messages 
with her friends. 

Not long ago, she was able to get a new keitai or mobile 
phone. She had accumulated enough points to get a FOMA 
S0703i. The phone is a sleek Aqua-White "flip phone." The 
points are a type ofloyalty scheme. Users receive 1 point per 
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wo yen of use, and they can also receive bonus points in some 
cases. These points can be used in the purchase of a new 
phone, where 100 points can result in a saving of 100 yen. (A 
yen is worth about US$0.01.) Mika had accumulated s,ooo 
points at the time of her purchase, and the phone cost 18,ooo 
yen. Her father contributed the remaining 13,000 yen since 
she had worked so hard at school. 

She spent several weeks thinking about which phone to 
buy. There are so many different phones she needed to think 
about. Some are boxy in bright colors, while others are round 
and sleek. In the end, she and her two best friends, Natsumi 
and Yukako, had a long chat about which phone was best. They 
all agreed that the phone she chose is a very feminine phone. 
Natsumi had just gotten a new phone that she was only mod
erately happy with. She liked the design of it but the keys were 
difficult to push when composing text messages. Yukako had 
an older phone and wanted to buy a new one. She was the 
one who had noticed that particular FOMA phone. She was 
working on saving enough points to get a black version of the 
same one. Her friend Hoshi pointed it out in a store window 
one day and Mika agreed that it was a nice design. She did not 
like the color, however. When she found out that there was a 
beige version of the phone, Mika thought that that was exactly 
what she wanted. A week later, she had bought the phone. As 
had Natsumi and Yukako, Mika also added a strap showing 
her favorite Mi:ffY cartoon character, and she also hung a small 
stuffed bear charm on her keitai. The bear is the same one that 
her friends Nayoko and Hoshi have on their phones. 

Mika likes to meet her friends near the central train station 
when they have free time. They use meiru to agree about where 
to meet. Often they meet at JR Takashimaya and chat, or go to 
a small crepe restaurant. A week ago she was able to spend a 
Saturday with her two friends, in addition to two boys, Dai and 
Takuya. All five of them went to a purikura (photo machine) 
and had a photo taken. The photos were printed on thumb
nail-sized self-adhesive stickers. Now all of them have a photo 



sticker mounted on their phones. Mika is secretly in love with 
Dai and the photo is a good way for her to keep him close with
out being obvious about her special feelings towards him. She 
was so excited about getting the photo that she spent the whole 
train ride home sending decomail (decorated text messages, 
with various colors, fonts, backgrounds, attached photos, etc.) 
about it to Natsumi and Yukako. 

Like most ofher friends, Mika has anI-mode subscription. 
The most frequent service she uses is the texting function 
that is also accessible from a PC. There is a special I-mode 
button on her phone that sends her to the start menu. Once 
there she can enter the I-mode sites. The meiru function is a 
part ofl-mode. In addition, she can check on the weather and 
sometimes she uses the train schedules that are posted there. 
The sites of her favorite J-pop singers, Koda Kumi, Namie 
Amuro and the band Mr. Children, are also part of the I -mode 
function. Mika often visits these sites via her mobile phone. 
In addition, she occasionally downloads some of their songs. 
She has one of Koda Kumi's songs as her ringtone. At one 
point, Mika saw a TV broadcast ofNamie Amuro via a friend's 
mobile phone. Now she secretly would like to use that service. 
She hopes that if she gets good grades in school her parents 
will let her subscribe to it. 

Since her subscription is a part of her family plan she does 
not pay for her use. That is taken care of by her parents. She 
needs to be careful, however, not to send too many mes
sages since her parents would get upset and she would get 
into trouble. 

1.3 Alberto, Milan, Italy 
Alberto, 45, is a businessman in Milan. He owns and operates 
an agency that helps stage fashion shows. (Based on interac
tion with Leopoldina Fortunati.) 

Phone type: PradafLG smart phone 
Subscription type: postpaid subscription paid through his job 

Average monthly expenditure: $250 (paid for through his 
company as an operating expense) 

Hours of work to buy his mobile phone handset: 2 
Most common use: voice calls, texting, e-mail, scheduling, 

photos 

Alberto is a 45-year-old businessman who is involved in the 
fashion industry in Milan. He owns a small agency that pro
duces fashion shows. His agency assists the fashion houses in 
finding locations and staging their shows during the Milano 
Moda Donna (Milan Fashion Week). He has five people 
employed in his agency and, depending on the needs of his 
clients, he can call on other individuals and groups for their 
services. He currently has three clients for the upcoming show 
featuring Fall fashions: Prada, Missoni and the British com
pany Burberry. He lives with his partner, Tito, in an apartment 
north of the city center. His partner is a doctor at the university 
hospital located near the center of the city. 

The mobile phone has become a central tool in Alberto's 
job. In his daily work, he often must move about the city to dif
ferent locations where his clients want to stage fashion shows. 
In addition, he needs to be in contact with different jobbers 
and production assistance personnel. He has to interact with 
clients, stage designers, architects, lighting and sound special
ists, electricians and many other groups who are involved in 
the staging of the fashion shows. He uses his mobile phone 
almost continually. He is in contact with different individuals 
via the use of voice and texting, and he has set up his phone 
so that he can read his e-mail. He keeps his calendar of events 
on his phone along with his "to do" list. This is automatically 
synchronized with his PC via the mobile phone so that he does 
not need to go through the process of physically synchroniz
ing the two. The mobile phone is used for coordinating the 
different phases of his work. The design of the show is deter
mined in a series of meetings with the client and the architects 
and designers. Alberto and his colleagues then work out the 



logistics of realizing the design and contracting the different 
specialists who will do the actual work. 

In this process, the mobile phone has become progressively 
more important, as neither Alberto nor the different specialists 
are tied to a physical location. Rather they work at many differ
ent locations around the city. The coordination of these people 
has become increasingly possible since literally all the indi
viduals upon whom Alberto relies also have their own mobile 
phones. All the workers, the suppliers and the professionals 
can be individually contacted. This has been a major change 
in the industry since Alberto started in the mid-r98os. At that 
time there were only a few of the richest individuals who had 
a "car phone." Since that time, the mobile phone has become 
as essential to Alberto and his colleagues as the hammer is 
to the carpenter. He literally cannot imagine doing his work 
without it. 

In addition to the coordination of logistics, Alberto also 
employs the camera function to note promising locations and 
to record the progress of different projects. He takes photos 
of different possible locations when he is out in the city. He 
uses these in discussions with clients when thinking about 
new projects. He also takes photos of the work being done in 
case there is a question as to who is responsible for delays or 
problematic issues, and when, for example, the plans of the 
designers and architects do not mesh with the situation at the 
locations. In cases like this, Alberto often uses the camera 
phone to send his colleagues photos asking for their sug
gestions. Just a week ago he was able to resolve a difficult 
situation in this way. The architect had drawn an entrance 
to the catwalk that was too narrow for the needs of the client. 
Alberto took a photo of the entrance and sent it to the archi
tect, who immediately saw the problem and was able to make 
the appropriate adjustments. 

Alberto also uses the internet function on his phone when 
he needs to look up information on the materials being used 
for the construction of the settings. He has used it, for example, 
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to check the prices oflighting fixtures against those suggested 
by a supplier (the supplier was exceedingly overpriced) and to 
find out about the availability and the specifications of a spe
cial flat screen TV that was used in a recent show (the one the 
architect had suggested was too small). Alberto can do these 
things on the fly. He does not have to wait to get back to his 
office; rather, he can use a few minutes to get this information 
via his mobile phone. 

In addition, Alberto uses the mobile phone to interact with 
Tito. Since both of them lead hectic, and to some degree 
unpredictable, lives, they need a secure communications link 
that allows them to plan who will be at home to make dinner, 
etc. This usually involves a "coordination" call immediately 
after lunch and another towards the end of the day. The device 
allows Alberto and Tito to deal with domestic matters while 
they are both at work. At the same time, it also allows their 
working lives to intrude into their private time. Both Alberto 
and Tito try to limit the degree to which they allow this to 
happen. In general, they manage to keep work at bay. However, 
as a deadline approaches or if there is a particular emergency 
that arises, they are accessible via their mobile phones. Thus, 
they see the device as being a mixed blessing. 

Alberto has a high-end "smart phone" that is paid for by 
his company. He changes telephones relatively often. If he 
finds one that he likes and that looks stylish, he might keep 
it for a year. However, he has had several phones that did not 
fulfill their promise. These were often replaced with another 
within a few weeks. He is currently using a Prada phone, 
somewhat out ofloyalty to his customer. He has a traditional 
postpaid subscription that allows him use of both the tele
phonic and the data functions of his phone. Tito also has a 
postpaid subscription. 

1.4 Thomas and Flores, Valparaiso, Chile 
Thomas (69) and Flores (66) are retirees living in Valparaiso, 
Chile 



Phone type: Nokia 3310 
Subscription type: prepaid "top-up" subscription 
Average monthly expenditure: $5o 
Hours of work to their mobile phone handset: 10 

their pre-retirement income levels) 
Most common use: a safety link and for contacting family 

Thomas and Flores are retirees living in Valparaiso, Chile. He 
is 69 and she is 66. Thomas and his wife Flores worked until 
they were 65 and 62 respectively, but for the past four years 
they have been retirees. Thomas was a purchasing agent at the 
University ofValparaiso. He had responsibility for administer
ing large contracts with organizations who delivered food and 
maintenance services to the university. Flores worked as an 
accountant for a shipping company that had its home office 
in Valparaiso. 

That was the past. Now Thomas and Flores lead a relaxed and 
somewhat staid life. They have two grown children. Their son, 
Pablo, lives several hundred kilometers south of Valparaiso in 
Valdivia with his wife and their three children. He works for 
one of the larger wine producers there. Thomas and Flores' 
daughter, Maria, lives in Valparaiso with her husband and 
their two children. 

Thomas and Flores purchased a single mobile five years 
ago, in anticipation of their retirement. They reasoned that, in 
the coming years, they would not have their job-based landline 
numbers. A mobile phone would help with their availability. 
In addition, they planned an extended visit to the Torres del 
Paine National Park and the area around the Magellan straits 
in the southern part of Chile. A mobile telephone would allow 
them to get assistance if they had problems with their car, and 
to contact their children from time to time. If the truth is told, 
Thomas was the most interested in getting the phone. Flores 
was somewhat more reluctant. They have a prepaid "top-up" 
subscription. The minutes cost more than if they subscribed to 
a calling plan, but they use the phone so rarely that it does not 

make sense for them to pay a fixed fee every month regardless 

of their use. 
Thomas often has the phone with him when he is away from 

their home. Flores can then call him just to check in, or to 
ask him to pick up small items at the store on his way home. 
They do not use texting. Their daughter Maria sent them a 
text message several years ago. When it came, Flores was at 
home alone and the phone started to ring, but when she tried 
to answer it as though it was a voice call, nobody was on the 
other end of the line. She tried to explain it to Thomas when 
he came home, but neither of them could make sense of the 
situation. It was only after their daughter called and explained 
that they understood that the telephone had a texting function. 
They have not bothered to use it since then. 

Thomas has been active in the local soccer team. As 
a young man he aspired to play on the team the Santiago 
Wanderers, known locally as the "Vagabundos." He never 
realized this dream, but he did play in the secondary teams 
and he was also a coach on his son's team when he was grow
ing up. After Pablo went to the university in Santiago to study 
agriculture, Thomas became a referee. He has continued 
working with the team by coaching the youngest players aged 
seven to ten, particularly since two of his grandchildren have 
started to play. One of his great joys in life is seeing them 
play with the local team. The soccer pitch is only about a ten
minute walk from his home so he is often there to watch 
the younger people practice and play. In particular, he thinks 
that his youngest granddaughter shows great promise. He 
is frequently at the practice field when she is either training 
or playing a match. Sometimes Flores calls Thomas on their 
mobile phone there when it starts to get dark and she starts 
to wonder when he will be coming home. This reassures her 
that he is OK and allows her to gauge when she should start 
preparing dinner. 

One day Thomas was on his way home from the soccer pitch 
after dark. He was carrying some equipment and he stumbled 



on the curb. He fell and twisted his ankle in addition to getting 
a couple of scrapes. He remembered that he had his phone and 
so he was able to call Flores, who in tum called their daughter 
Maria. She drove down to where her father was and took him 
to the emergency room. Luckily, there were no serious inju
ries. Now, however, Flores insists that Thomas has the phone 
with him whenever he leaves the house. 

In addition to their everyday life, Thomas and Flores visit 
Pablo and his family a couple of times a year. It is a long drive 
to Valdivia and they like to be able to stay in contact via the 
mobile phone in case something should happen. 

1.5 Stan, Los Angeles, California, USA 
Stan, 20, is from Los Angeles. He is a university student with a 
part-time job. (Based on interaction with Casey Jenkins.) 

Phone type: Samsung "slide" telephone 
Subscription type: family plan with one of the major 

companies 
Average monthly expenditure: $250 for the four users in his 

family (of this $40 comes out of Stan's pocket and the rest 
is paid via his parents' family plan) 

Hours of work to buy his mobile phone handset: 13 hours to 
replace his current handset if he were to commit himself 
to a new two-year contract. To buy a new phone with some 
neat functions outside his contract would take about 6o 
hours of work. 

Most common use: voice calls, texting with an occasional 
photo 

Stan is a 20-year-old male from Glendora, California, a suburb 
of Los Angeles. He is in the process of moving out of his par
ents' home as he is a sophomore at the University of California 
at Santa Barbara. He lived at home last summer, but for the 
coming summer he has been offered a job as a river rafter for 
an outfitter in Arizona. Thus, he still has his parents' home as 
a kind of base, but he is spending less and less time there. 

Everyday 

Stan always has his phone with him and he is a persistent 
texter. He has a circle of friends with whom he is in contact 
and he is part of a mountain biking club on campus that regu
larly makes trips to different locations around LA and southern 
California. He receives messages from his friends with regards 
to when and where to meet, who will be driving, etc. He has a 
regular digital camera, but he often uses the camera function 
on his phone to take snapshots during these trips. He almost 
never sends these as messages, but later downloads them to 
his PC for posting on the mountain bike group's web site. 

He got his phone when he was still living at home. Several 
of his friends had begun to get phones and his parents each 
had one for coordinating their trips to the store, picking up the 
children, etc. Stan had begun to drive and had an old hanger of 
a car. Late one evening, on his way home from a part-time job, 
his car stalled about 5 miles from home. He did not have any 
change to make a phone call and, besides, there was no phone 
booth in the area. It was so late that most of the stores were 
closed and so he was marooned. He tried to hitchhike, but not 
many cars were driving through the area and those who were 
there were not willing to pick him up. A bit later on, it started 
to rain. By the time he got home it was late, he was drenched 
to the bone and his parents were, by turns, anxious that some
thing had happened and angry with him for not getting in 
touch. A month later, his father's mobile phone contract came 
up for renewal and they decided to get a family plan. Stan and 
his younger brother each got phones and, for about $250 per 
month, they got a plan with 2,ooo minutes and no text mes
sages. Incoming and outgoing calls both counted against this 
"bucket" of minutes. 

At first, Stan did not send any text messages. This is because 
there were free calls within the family and he used PC-based 
instant messaging with his friends. In addition, it seemed 
nerdish to "multi-punch" in messages. At about this time he 
hooked-up with his girlfriend, Vickie. They discovered that 
the nice thing about texts was that they are not intrusive. If 



they turned off the sound on their phones, they could text one 
another in class or late at night. After a month, however, Stan's 
dad showed him the bill for the text messages. Since they did 
not have a contract that included texts, they had cost 15 cents 
apiece. The 240 that Stan and Vickie had sent one another 
had cost $36. This made a big dent in the money he had been 
saving for a new bike. Stan's parents were forgiving, and, the 
next time they got a new contract, they included a "bucket" 
1,ooo text messages in the plan, where both incoming and out
going messages count against this limit. 

About a year ago, Stan was able to get a new phone, a Samsung 
"slide" phone. His phone has a color screen and a camera ft.mc
tion that he uses sometimes. Some of his friends had bought 
the same phone and Stan thought that the camera and the color 
screen were cool. His phone has the ability to hook up to instant 
messaging and access the internet- both of these are functions 
that he almost never uses since they cost so much. His phone is 
only slightly more than a year old but, because of his active life 
style, it has been pretty well beaten up. 

While it was a nice phone at the time, he now has set his 
sights on a phone with a QWERTY keyboard. He sends many 
text messages and he feels that the "multi-tap" system is inef
fective. If it did not cost so much, he would like to try Face book 
Mobile (when he gets the QWERTY phone). All his friends, 
and this girl he likes, are on Facebook, and some are using 
the mobile app. He also thinks that he could use it to update 
people on what life is like rafting on the river this summer. 

Since Stan has only a limited income from his summer 
job and from a part-time job as a waiter, he cannot afford to 
upgrade his phone at the moment. He is still on his parents' 
family plan and they share 3,000 minutes a month. In addi
tion, he still has a limit of 1,ooo text messages per month. 

Unlike GSM phones where the subscription is in the SIM 
card that can be freely moved from phone to phone, in the 
USA the subscription is most often inseparable from the actual 
mobile phone handset. This means that Stan cannot buy a new 

handset, but rather has to wait for his current contract to expire 
in about a year's time. 

Stan's roommate Jerry is not so interested in mobile phones. 
He has a "free" no-frills flip phone he got when he signed up, 
and a very limited number of minutes and text messages in his 
contract. He does not use the phone very much and as often 
as not he forgets it and leaves it in the dorm room. When he 
remembers to take it with him, he uses the phone only when 
he really needs to get in touch with someone, or when he, for 
example, needs directions. 

The coverage of the network is poor on campus and this 
means that Stan often misses calls that come when he is in 
his room. He does not have a landline phone since he already 
has a "cell" phone and all his friends know that number. He 
cannot see the point in paying for the extra phone and making 
all his friends learn a new number. 

2 Mobile communication in 
contemporary society 

The mobile telephone has changed the way we think of inter
acting. The vignettes here show how the ability to call directly to 
an individual affects the way we organize activities and the way 
that we socialize. In addition, the device allows us to interlace 
the remote and the co-present. In this way we can assert- or at 
least try to assert- a type of control over different situations. We 
can coordinate interaction and we can deal with various forms 
of emergencies, both large and small. In addition, the device 
itselfhas become a type oficon for our times. It is a way for us to 
show our status and to tell others who we are. Finally, the device 
affects the way that we integrate the intimate sphere. 

2.1 Micro-coordination 
Several of the vignettes illustrate the way that mobile com
munication has changed the way we coordinate our daily 
interactions. Mette needed to arrange when she should go to 



deliver her daughter to soccer practice and whether her hus
band should buy cheese or yogurt at the store. Alberto the 
businessman needed to arrange the logistics associated with 
his work, and Mika the teenager can call her mother to arrange 
delivery of forgotten school assignments. 

The situation of Mette in particular shows the role of 
the mobile phone in the coordination, or perhaps micro
coordination (Ling & Yttri, 2002), of the logistics of daily life. 
In addition, it shows, perhaps from the perspective of the 
parent, the way that the mobile telephone affects the emanci
pation process. 

With the mobile, we call directly to an individual and not 
just to a location in the hope that the person we wish to speak 
to might be nearby. This represents a breach in the way that we 
generally coordinate interaction. Prior to the widespread adop
tion of mobile communication, the logistics of coordination 
were based on agreements that we had entered into during our 
previous interaction with others. We might agree at breakfast 
thatthe husband will go shopping and that, after that, the family 
will meet at the movie theater for the afternoon matinee; or 
that after school the child will come home, do their homework 
and then prepare for band practice. The mobile telephone has 
allowed us a much finer-grained form of synchronization. It 
allows us more flexible forms of social coordination. It gives us 
the ability to interact co-presently and almost simultaneously 
in mediated interactions. There is less need to catch people 
at specific locations and times. Rather we can renegotiate our 
agreements in real-time and as the exigencies of everyday life 
make themselves apparent. Indeed, the negotiation of these 
interactions can be very intricate and play on various forms of 
tacit knowledge and expectations (Licoppe, 2007). 

In many of these cases, before the rise of mobile commu
nication, the system for coordinating our interactions with 
others was based on the common metric of time and the use 
of different timekeeping devices (Andrewes, 2002; Blaise, 
2ooo; Landes, 1983). We agreed, for example, to meet a friend 

at ro.oo. Using this system ofinteraction, both partners would 
independently use their timekeeping device in order to deter
mine when they would meet up. It might be that one person's 
watch was ten minutes fast or slow and this would mean 
that that person was either unnecessarily rushed or relaxed. 
Regardless, the coordination of the meeting was fixed by the 
independent reference to a common system of timekeeping. 

Mobile communication has affected the use of time-based 
coordination. The two individuals might still agree to meet at 
around ro.oo at a particular place. However, if one person is 
delayed, or if one of the friends is struck with the idea that it 
would be better to meet at another place, then this can easily 
be arranged by a call on the mobile. Thus, if the husband 
finds that tickets to the matinee are sold out, the family can 
decide, on the fly, to redirect their meeting to the playground 
in the local park or perhaps a cafe. Indeed, even after the wife 
has left home, she can be contacted and the new plans can 
be arranged. The point is that we have become individually 
addressable regardless of where we are and what we are up to. 
When trying to reach another person, we do not call to a geo
graphical location as we do when using the landline telephone 
system. Rather, we call to the person. 

This has led to new forms of interaction. Rather than making 
a relatively fixed agreement as to when and where we are to 
meet friends, we often engage in iterative planning. We might 
generally agree to meet a friend on Saturday sometime during 
the middle of the day. On Saturday, as the time approaches, we 
then go through several rounds of specifying when and where 
it would be good to meet. One partner might be a little delayed 
when the other is ahead of schedule. This might mean that the 
person who is first at the meeting point might have time to run 
a short errand while waiting for the other. 

This system of interaction is best applied to small groups. 
When the number of individuals who are planning activi
ties goes over some number, perhaps around eight to ten 
individuals, the complexities of iterative planning become 



too burdensome. If there is a change in the plans by one 
individual, all the others need to be contacted and the new 
arrangement needs to be worked out. In the case of larger 
groups, the more fixed system of time-based coordination has 
obvious advantages. Further, when thinking of the coordina
tion oflarge institutions such as schools or airline companies, 
there are obvious drawbacks to the use of iterative planning. 
Thus, time-based planning will continue to be widely used. It 
is still the best system for coordinating interaction with large 
groups of individuals. 

The discussion up to this point has shown that the mobile 
phone facilitates coordination and allows flexibility in what 
might otherwise be a stiff and unyielding time budgeting. 
At the same time, mobile communications facilitate "work 
to family spillover." This, in turn, can result in problems of 
increased stress and lower family satisfaction (Chesley, zoos). 
Indeed, according to Chesley, this may be more of a problem 
for women than for men. Thus, while there is a flexibility that 
mobile communication introduces into our interactions, this 
may come at the price of being too available, particularly when 
we are faced with the cross-purpose tensions of job and family. 
For many, like Alberto, Mette, and even Stan - if he can get 
coverage while rafting on those desert rivers this summer -
the mobile phone changes the boundaries between family and 
work. It changes the way that we interact with friends and near 
family, and it also can alter the way that co-present interaction 
gets played out. Using the phrase ofMeyrowitz (1985), it alters 
our "sense of place" 

2.2 Health and saftty 
In the vignettes we saw how Stan the college student was 
caught out when his car stalled, how Thomas and Flores used 
the mobile phone when visiting family and for small emergen
cies, and how Mette, the working mother in Oslo, needed her 
phone when her mother was in the hospital. These illustrate 
one of the most basic functions of mobile communication -
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that is, its role in helping us deal with issues of health and 
safety. Indeed this is often mentioned as the reason people 
purchased a mobile phone in the first place. Studies do sug
gest that mobiles help people react to emergencies, feel more 
secure and just stay emotionally connected over distances. 
Healthcare professionals use mobile technologies at every 
stage, from pagers and remote consultations to reminding 
people to take pills (Pal, 2003). Yet mobiles cause accidents 
while users are driving, and many people remain concerned 
about the health impacts of long-term mobile phone use. 
"Converged" features such as remote health monitoring, tsu
nami alerts and G PS may bring additional benefits. 

If we look a bit more carefully at this issue, we see there are 
a variety of ways mobile use assists in ensuring our safety and 
security. Haddon has noted that the nature of the "emergen
cies" can vary. They can range from life-threatening situations 
to simply needing help to carry in the groceries (Haddon, 
2004). Indeed, as we saw in the vignette of Stan, the young 
male in Los Angeles, the mobile phone can be a safety link 
for people who, for example, have trouble with their cars or 
who are often away from their safe base at home. By contrast, 
in the last chapter, we mentioned the very different plight of 
many residents in rural villages, who have no access to health 
care nearby, nor an ambulance to get them closer to such care. 
Mobiles are both a means for long-distance medical consulta
tion and a way to call for help (Souter et al., 2005). 

In extreme cases, the use of the mobile telephone in various 
rescue situations underscores its role as a safety link. People 
who become stranded or who meet unfortunate circumstances 
when they are in the wilderness have relied on the mobile 
phone in order to call for help. Some of these rescue efforts 
have indeed spanned the globe. People stranded on remote 
mountaintops in Switzerland have sent text messages to their 
families in the UK, who in turn have alerted the local moun
tain rescue personnel. People whose cars have failed in the 
Australian Outback, and sailors whose sailboats have become 



disabled, have sent messages to relatives who then helped to 
start rescue operations. In one example, a woman who was on 
a sailboat off Indonesia in the Lombok Strait when it began 
to take on water sent a text message stating, "Call Falmouth 
[UK] Coastguard, we need help, SOS," via her mobile phone 
to her boyfriend who was in the UK at the time. He called the 
Falmouth Coastguard station who in tum notified Australian 
and Indonesian authorities. Closing the loop, the rescue 
authorities called the woman on her phone so that she could 
help to guide them to the boat (Batista, 2001). 

In addition to assisting adventurers, the mobile phone is 
also being used to help ensure the safety of overseas migrant 
workers. For example, Filipino organizations have set up sys
tems that allow overseas workers who are being mistreated or 
find themselves in a threatening work situation to easily con
tact people who can assist them (Center for Migrant Advocacy, 
2oo6). As noted in chapter 2, any kind of mediated communi
cation increases security and safety. These examples illustrate 
how mobiles are "better" at this than landlines because of the 
likelihood that they will be present at the scene of an accident. 

Another dimension of this issue is the notion of security, 
and not just in the case of dealing with accidents that have 
happened. As illustrated in the vignette of Thomas and Flores 
and in the case of Stan, the mobile phone is also used to check 
in with others and to alleviate the fears of family and friends. If 
we are unexpectedly delayed, a call will perform the courtesy of 
letting others know where we are and that they need not worry. 
Mobile communication can also be used to keep in contact with 
family who may need help in an acute situation, or who are, 
in general, more chronically in need of a secure communica
tions channel. Palen, Salzman and Youngs (2001) for example, 
interviewed a wheelchair-bound man who owns a large tract of 
land in the USA. He kept his mobile phone with him in case 
he fell out ofhis wheelchair and became stranded. In addition, 
he used it when he planned to meet people, but encountered 
physical barriers such as stairs. A somewhat similar use of the 
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phone is described by a Norwegian forester in a series of 1997 
interviews. He noted: "When I am in the forest in the winter to 
harvest trees, then I always have a mobile phone in the tractor 
because if you are unlucky and cut yourself in the leg or some
thing, then I am always ready to crawl over there [to the tractor] 
and call the necessary numbers." For people who might need 
assistance and for people who might come in harm's way, the 
mobile phone provides a link to others. 

From a more general viewpoint, it is women and the elderly 
who are most likely to feel that the mobile phone provides them 
with a safety connection. Indeed, a survey of a random sample 
of Norwegians found that women and the elderly were signifi
cantly more likely to identify the mobile telephone as a security 
device (Ling, 2004). Another analysis found that women are 
more likely to use the mobile phone to give the impression that 
they are in contact with another person to "warn off' any poten
tial attackers. More than 45 percent of the women in a small 
(and not random) survey of US college students said that they 
had pretended to use the phone when walking alone at night 
(Baron & Ling, 2007).1 On a more concrete level, the mobile 
phone is also being seen as the repository of important contact 
information that can be used by emergency personnel. The 
use of an ICE (in case of emergency) entry in mobile phones is 
a way for emergency personnel to find out whom they should 
contact in cases where the individual is not able to give this 
type of information (Cohen, Lemish & Schejter, 2007).2 

More dramatically, Cohen and Lemish have described the 
use of the mobile phone in the case of terrorist bombings in 
Israel (2005). They describe how, in the immediate aftermath 
of a bombing, the device has allowed families to contact one 
another and check on their status. The mobile phone served 
a similar purpose in the wake of the September n events in 
the USA (Dutton, 2003; Katz & Rice, 2003). During a period 
of dangerous wildfires in San Diego in 2008, there was plenty 
of person-to-person texting to keep tabs on the fires, but the 
authorities were also involved, using mobile technologies to 



promote public safety. The University of California system 
used SMS-blast messages to notify IO,ooo students of class 
cancellations, while a local TV station used the SMS-based 
many-to-many stream-of-consciousness program Twitter to 
send updates on the fires to subscribers' mobiles and e-mail 
accounts. 3 

The implication is that the mobile phone has extended 
our ability both to reach out and ask for assistance and, in 
our own tum, to offer assistance to others. It provides a type 
of safety net that allows us to deal with both large and small 
issues. This has undeniable positive effects since we can more 
readily provide aid to one another. The cloud behind the silver 
lining, however, may be that we take chances where we would 
have been cautious prior to the adoption of the mobile phone. 
Blindly relying on the technology to get us out of a jam may 
work most of the time, but the vagaries of coverage and the fal
libility of batteries might mean our link to the world fails. 

At many levels, the mobile telephone helps to provide safety 
to individuals. The picture would not be complete, however, 
if it was not mentioned that the device can also reduce safety. 
There is no doubt that mobiles are used by criminals to organ
ize their nefarious activities. Mobile phones have been used 
in the organization of terrorist activities and to explode bombs 
by remote control, and yet have also been used to expose ter
rorists in hiding.4 There is an ongoing debate and inquiry into 
the existence or strength of a relationship between mobile tel
ephones (and mobile towers) and physical health; some feel 
that the radio waves emitted by the devices and their towers 
contribute to cancer and other ailments (Burgess, 2004). 

Perhaps the clearest threat they pose, however, is in their 
relationship to driving. Virtually all research on the topic shows 
that talking on the mobile phone while driving increases the 
risk of accidents. The data from the study of actual accidents 
(Cain & Burris, 1999; Redelmeier & Tibshirani, 1997), as well 
as studies that have examined the interaction between mobile 
phones, driving and auditory disturbances (ICBC, 2001), talk-

ing into the device (Strayer & Johnston, 2001), visual aspects 
(Strayer, Drews & Johnston, 2003) and different combinations 
of these disturbances (Bums et al., 2002; Recarte & Nunes, 

2000), all agree: talking on the phone while driving is dan
gerous. This is particularly true for younger drivers (Strayer & 
Drews, 2004). Indeed, in laboratory comparisons, talking on 
the mobile phone introduces impairments as profound as those 
seen in drunk driving (Strayer, Drews & Crouch, 2oo6). 

2 -3 Mobile communication and the display of self 
In addition to issues of coordination and safety, people use 
mobile phones for reasons that cannot be easily described 
in such instrumental terms. While some people are more or 
less indifferent to the design of their mobile phones - take, 
for example, Stan's roommate- other people focus a lot on 
the style and vintage of their devices. In the vignettes, the 
businessman Alberto was very intent on having an advanced 
telephone with many functions. While his use of the phone 
was instrumental, the actual form of the telephone was also 
quite important to him. In a similar way, the handsets of Mika 
the teen and Stan the college student were also visual cues that 
other people used when determining what type of person they 
were. The mobile phone that we carry with us is an element in 
our display of self (Fortunati, 2005b). 

Mobile phones have been status symbols from the start.5 

They show no sign of losing their appeal, as new models 
arrive virtually every week. Research suggests that there are 
sociological and psychological explanations for these display 
behaviors- the mobile is a cultural objectjartifact, with impor
tant display and signaling features. We can have a business 
mobile phone, a nerd mobile phone, a high-fashion phone, a 
feminine or a masculine mobile phone. We can have a phone 
with European flair, Japanese functionality, Korean design or 
American ingenuity. The phone can be high-tech or a throw
back to a previous era. The point is that we actively interpret 
the phones of others and we are careful in the selection of our 



own device. At one level, when we are shopping for a phone, 
we think about its functionality. At another level, however, we 
are concerned with the design of the device and how it is an 
element in our display of self (Fortunati, 2005c). What image 
do we want to project? In addition, we often glean clues about 
others' sense of themselves by observing which type of mobile 
phone they use. The mobile phone has become one dimension 
ofhow we construct our own identity. The mobile phone is not 
just a functional item; it is also a symbolic item. The selection 
of mobile telephones and mobile telephone services is not only 
a signal to others ofhow we wish to be seen, but also a way that 
we integrate our self-image (Pedersen, 2005). 

Thinking somewhat more broadly, fashion is a slippery 
concept. What is "in" today will be "out" in a short time. In 
addition, the fashion style of one group stands little chance of 
being adopted by other groups. Indeed, the nuances between 
groups can be quite fine-grained (Lynne, 2000). 

One of the central analyses of fashion was carried out by 
the German sociologist Georg Simmel (1971). According to 
Simmel, fashion consists of two dimensions, or perhaps two 
tensions. The one dimension is the tension between being 
avant-garde and dowdy. The other is the tension between using 
fashion to indicate our individuality vs. the use of fashion to 
show group membership. Timeliness is an essential issue 
with fashion. Indeed, being fashionable is a type of sweet spot 
between being ahead of our time and being dated. 

Those who, for example, paint their fingernails black, who 
choose seemingly exotic colors for their clothes, and who have 
the most bizarre ringtone on their mobile phone are those 
who push the boundaries of consensus. At the other end of 
this spectrum are those dreary individuals who wait too long 
to adopt a style and are perpetually a couple of steps behind 
the broad consensus. Being in fashion is obviously a relative 
term. We can be "soooo last month" or "soooo last century." 
The fashion cycle can move very quickly - or tragically slowly 
- for some people and for some elements in their display. 

There are those who note that the style of lapels or the color 
of scarves changes with the seasons. There are also the arche
typical maiden aunts or corny uncles who resolutely maintain 
the style of a previous generation. In the middle of all this 
are those who somehow seem to balance between being too 
advanced and too dull. Having a sense of this tension is one of 
the dimensions of fashion. 

The other dimension of fashion is the balancing between 
individual expression and group identification. This is perhaps 
illustrated by Mika and her selection of a mobile phone. On the 
one hand, we often see fashion as a way to indicate to others 
who we are. There is a drive towards individual display and, at 
the same time, towards group identification. We want others to 
admire the qualities of our taste and flair. At the same time, we 
do this using a range of expression that is common to others 
in our reference group. We choose a jacket, a pair of boots, a 
necklace or a mobile phone that we feel expresses our own sensi
bility. However, the choice of jackets, boots, necklaces or mobile 
phones from which we choose should be within a certain range. 
Thus we see: "Two social tendencies are essential to the estab
lishment offashion, namely, the need of union on the one hand 
and the need ofisolation on the other" (Simmel, 1971, 301). 

Our expression of fashion is also the establishment of a 
boundary between in-group and out-group. Indeed, fashion is 
an active way through which we express our allegiance to a 
particular clique or social grouping: 

From the fact that fashion as such can never be generally in 
vogue, the individual derives the satisfaction ofknowing that 
as adopted by him it still represents something special and 
striking, while at the same time he feels inwardly supported 
by a set of persons who are striving for the same thing, not as 
in the case of other social satisfactions, by a set actually doing 
the same thing. (Simmel, 1971, 304) 

The mobile phone fits into these two dimensions just as do 
other personal artifacts. While the mobile phone is a device used 
for instrumental activities ("When are you coming home?," 



"Where are you now?," etc.), it is also very clearly a fashion 
In this regard, it is to some degree a symbol of group Q~,,v-.•uutua 
New phones have functionality that makes older models 
clunky and out of touch. A lot of fuss can be made in ass:oa:att11l1! 

with the launching of a particularly new type of handset. 
new phone might have some functionality that is not co11tained 
in current models. It might be able to download things faster 
have a different set of buttons, controls or touch screen. At 
same time, the motivation for buying it might simply be that 
has a sleeker profile. 

Given that the mobile phone is a fashion item (in addition 
to being a lot of other things), this means that it is an item. 
about which we need more or less constantly to be aware of 
what is coming (Fortunati, 2005c). To be an aware mobile 
user, we seemingly need to know if the new thing is 3 G, has an 
MP3 player, a touch screen with new functionality, a camera 
with better resolution or a new way of connecting. This also 
means that we collect older phones that in their time were 
the objects of our lust and desire but have become curiosities 
- and risk becoming environmentally damaging cyber junk 
if not re-sold (and possibly made fashionable again) in the 
second-hand markets. 

The style of mobile phone handset we have tells others a bit 
about who we are and how we want to be seen. Indeed, some 
people have several different handsets that they use according 
to the situation. They may have an everyday "business handset" 
and another one they use when they go out for the evening.6 

2.4 The dynamics of family integration 
Mobile use, as well as landline telephony, changes family 
dynamics. Both forms of telephony allow for interaction 
with distant persons. However, it is the mobile that increases 
the potential for mobility and allows mobile for, for exam
ple, Rakow's "remote mothering" (Rakow & Navarro, 1993). 
Using the mobile phone is a way for families to communicate 
amongst themselves. As with Mette, the professional working 

ther in Oslo, the device allows for internal coordination and 
:~arrangement of practical logistics. It is in the flux of family 
. teraction that we see the importance of personal address
~ility, the interlacing of messages into the folds of daily life 
nd the use of the technology to at least try and grasp a cer
~in sense of control over our everyday affairs. In addition, the 
mobile increases the freedom of teenagers.? It is not an exag
geration to speak of the mobile phone as an element in the 
emancipation of the teenagers of the world. 

According to Chesley (2005), the use of the mobile telephone 
in the family context is not an unmixed blessing. In her analysis 
of people who were largely well educated and in white-collar 
jobs, she found that use of the mobile telephone increased the 
"spillover" between work and family. As was illustrated in the 
vignette of Mette, the device allows for issues within the family 
to intrude into working life. In addition, there is the opposite 
form of spillover- that is, their jobs intruded into their private 
lives. Chesley has found that this type of spillover has negative 
effects on family satisfaction, and particularly for women. 

The use of the mobile phone by divorced parents also shows 
how we use it for both practical and expressive interaction. 
Norwegian research has shown that children of divorced par
ents often get a mobile telephone somewhat earlier than their 
same-age cohorts (Hjorthol, Jakobsen, Ling & Nordbakke, 
2007). There are many practical issues to be dealt with when 
children live in two separate homes. Children in these families 
have to keep track of various items (favorite stuffed animals, 
sports equipment, schoolbooks, etc.) and the mobile telephone 
helps in the arrangement of delivering children to the right 
place at the right time. In addition, the mobile phone provides 
a direct link between the child and the non-resident parent. 
There is no need to call the landline phone of one's "ex" with 
the possibility of a potentially difficult confrontation. Rather, 
the non-resident parent can call directly to the child. 

Thus, we are still in the process of working out our relation
ship to the mobile phone. According to the ideas forwarded 



by the so-called "domestication approach," the device has 
found its final niche in our lives (Haddon, 2003).Itwas 
with one idea in mind and then it has developed and '-"""~<==~". 
as new functionality has been added and as users have found 
how to apply this functionality in their daily affairs. In addi. 
tion, there is a temporal aspect to domestication. For example, 
Mette only used the mobile phone in a limited way when she 
first received the device. However, as time has gone on, she has. 
come to use it more often, and her use has grown to include 
employing it in many different situations. 

3 Conclusion 

Taken together, the ten vignettes presented in these chapters 
illustrate how widespread and varied mobile use has become 
over the first two decades of major use. One interesting theme 
in the later set of vignettes is how similar some of the uses are 
to the uses in the vignettes presented in chapter 3· Rohit, Mette, 
Alberto and Annette use their handsets to micro-coordinate -
Annette guides her customers to arrive at the right time for a 
hot lunch, Mette keeps control of the different family mem
bers, Rohit guides his pals to the right cafe for a hot coffee. 
Safety, too, is on the minds of many "first-time" as well as expe
rienced mobile users. For example, Liang used his new mobile 
to get valuable information (and to feel connected) during the 
SARS crisis. Annette, Mika, Liang, Stan and Rohit have all 
chosen "fancier" handsets rather than the least expensive ones 
available to them. Their tastes are different, but their motiva
tions are similar; each wants to use the mobile to "show off' 
a little bit, to say things about themselves to their friends and 
neighbors. In many ways, using a mobile telephone in China 
or Bangladesh or Nigeria is no different from using a mobile 
telephone anywhere else; people make and receive voice calls, 
compose text messages, micro-coordinate, check in for health 
and safety, and show off their new purchases. Mobiles are used 
by rich and by poor, by young and by old; mobiles are used for 

Everyday 

urposes saintly and nefarious, and for the frivolous as well as 
~e monumental. Mobile use is truly worldwide. 

Mobile phones have captured the day. Their rate of diffusion 
is among the fastest of any communications device; indeed, 
it is rare to find teens in developed countries that do not have 
one. We adopt them because they provide us with the ability 
to communicate with friends and family. They are relatively 
inexpensive to use and they have a type of fashion currency. 
The handsets - in their many forms - are stylish and the tar
iffs are not an insurmountable burden. The fact that we are 
using them to call and to send literally trillions of text mes
sages says that they have fit neatly into a niche in our social 
ecology. Many people are passionate users of a steady stream 
of advanced services - the mobile internet, global positioning 
systems, electronic payment, mobile TV, etc. - and are early 
indicators of social changes still to come. However, the basic 
notion of whenever /wherever communication is the true revo
lution already accomplished by the mobile telephone. The rest 
of the stuff is icing on the cake. The fact that we can be in touch 
with our intimate sphere is the motivating force behind the 
adoption and use of the mobile telephone. 

At the same time, mobiles are not landlines- they do differ
ent things, and threaten/promise to bring about 21st-century, 
post-modern forms ofinteraction. Mobiles are not just landline 
substitutes -they can do things and go places where landlines 
cannot. They add dimensions of flexibility into our daily sched
ules and they often allow us to compress activities. At the same 
time, these characteristics mean that traditional boundaries 
between co-present and mediated interaction become difficult 
to pin down. Though we think of "road warriors" like Alberto 
in Milan taking advantage of the mobile's portability to "be 
reachable" and to do business wherever he likes, these same 
properties are helpful in other settings. Many people conduct 
their livelihoods roaming from place to place or without a fixed 
address. Mobiles help taxi drivers, delivery people, plumbers, 
etc., be reachable anytime, speeding the matching of buyers 



and sellers and accelerating the "the urban metabolism" 
(Townsend, 2000 ). Usually carried by people rather than bolted 
to a wall or resting on a desk, mobiles make people more reach
able, regardless oflocation, and thus alter our relationship with 
space. We are individually reachable and addressable. It does 
not matter if we are en route or simply not immediately at hand. 
We are available to potential interlocutors through the simple 
dialing of a number, just as they are available to us. It is true that 
the mobile phone is not the first technology through which we 
are able to communicate with remote partners. The telegraph 
and the traditionallandline telephone have both afforded this 
type of connectivity. The mobile phone, however, individual
izes communication. Thus, instead of calling to a central office 
or a home, we call to an individual. 

A host of features, particularly text messaging, morph and 
extend the "traditional" voice call into asynchronous forms of 
communication, altering our relationship with time, and the 
mobile's remarkable processing power (both on the handset 
and over the network) is bringing data, images, music and 
videos to our fingertips; as we become closer to our "data," our 
memories, our work and our surveillance of our social envi
ronment are mediated by our handsets, and our mobiles alter 
our experience of mind. 

In the next two chapters, we will consider some of these 
uses through various theoretical lenses, focusing first on some 
of the debates brought about by widespread mobile use, and 
later returning to some of the theoretical discussions of the 
mobile's place in the information society. 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Debates surrounding mobile 
communication 

1 Introduction 

Themobilehasnotsnuckintoour lives. Rather,aswecanseein the 
vignettes in chapters 3 and 4, it has come crashing in-welcomed 
and banned, debated and celebrated, scorned and venerated. The 
mobile is a symbol of the modern and the post-modern, of indi
vidual autonomy and social connectedness, of independence 
and collective action. Few technologies have captured the popu
lar imagination like the mobile phone (cars, computers, trains, 
light bulbs and airplanes come to mind). Countries around the 
world celebrate unique mobile phone cultures and habits, and 
yet share the same technologies. In this chapter, we will examine 
several issues, often debated in the popular press, with regards 
to mobile communication. These include issues such as dis
ruption of the public (and private) sphere, surveillance and the 
inappropriate distribution of revealing photos, the destruction 
or at least reframing of the language and various types of power 
disruptions at the personal and at the social levels. 

2 Disruption of co-present interaction 

While giving a speech during the 2008 US presidential prima
ries, candidate Rudy Giuliani was interrupted by a call on his 
mobile phone. He was talking at the conference of the National 
Rifle Association - a supremely important lobby group for a 
Republican candidate- when his wife called.1 Upon hearing 
his phone ring, he interrupted his speech by saying: "Let's see 
now. This is my wife calling, I think." He took the call and said: 



"Hello dear. I'm talking, I'm talking to the members of the 
NRA right now. Would you like to say hello? [pause] I love you 
-and I'll give you a call as soon as I'm finished. OK? [pause] 
OK, have a safe trip. Bye bye. [pause] Talk to you later, dear. I 
love you." Before proceeding with his prepared remarks, he 
noted, "Well this is one of the great blessings of the modem 
age, being always available. Or maybe it isn't, I'm not sure." 

The episode, and Giuliani's ambivalence, summarize our 
attitude towards the use of the mobile phone in the public 
sphere. As we have noted, the mobile telephone provides 
us with wheneverjwherever access to friends and family. 
While this is a convenience that facilitates interaction, it also 
means that the mobile phone can spontaneously announce 
its presence at the most unexpected times and in the most 
awkward places, disrupting the norm of co-present interac
tion. Conversations about these awkward moments are as old 
as mediated communication - people grumble when a land
line rings during dinner - but have taken on more urgency as 
mobiles have expanded the opportunities and locales for pos
sible disruptions. 

The fact that Giuliani received a call while he was giving a 
speech is an ironic twist on the more standard situation where 
performers - and the other patrons - are disturbed by a ring
ing phone in the audience, not on the stage. For example, 
actor Richard Griffiths- the man who plays Uncle Vernon in 
the Harry Potter films - interrupted a stage performance in a 
London theater upon hearing a mobile phone ring in the audi
ence. Using his best bluster, he said: 

Okay, I am not going to compete with these electronic devices. 
You were told to turn them off by the stage manager, you were 
told it was against the law, and you heard two phones go off 
already before this. You should be ashamed of yourself. Now 
I'm going to exit, and we're going to start this scene again, so 
tech stand by ... and I assure you if we hear one more phone 
go off we'll be in our right mind to quit this afternoon's per
formance ... you have been warned. 2 

Griffiths' sentiment is not lost on teens, who are not normally 
among those who are the most accepting of mobile phone use 
in public places. Indeed, in a group interview carried out in 
2 ooo in Norway, the topic of telephone use in public places 
was discussed: 

Moderator: Another problem that comes up is that [the 
mobile phone] disturbs public places. 

Grethe (19): In the movies. That is really irritating. 
Moderator: Have you heard this lately? · 
Gro (18): I was at the movies the other day and I heard it. It 

was just awful. They know that they need to tum off[their 
phones] at the movies. 

The transcript shows that there was a well-understood ethic 
among the teens with regards to the use of mobile phones in 
movie theaters. While there were breaches - which were per
haps sins of omission rather than sins of commission - the 
underlying attitude is the same as that expressed by Griffiths. 

On a slightly smaller stage, the use of the mobile phone in 
meetings raises some complex issues. There is not the same 
large assembly and often there is a multisided interaction in 
the meeting. Nonetheless, a call on the mobile phone can inter
rupt the flow of the interaction. Interestingly, it can also expose 
the status and power dimensions that are at play. There is an 
ill-defined challenge to etiquette posed by the device. Who can 
accept a call while at a meeting? Is it OK for a boss, but not 
underlings? How does texting fit into the mix (Leland, 2005)? 
In general, those in high-status positions have greater preroga
tive in their use of the mobile phone. 3 

Giuliani's phone call and the call that raised theireofGriffiths 
were both disruptions played out in large format. While they 
were spectacular, they were not the most common form of 
interruption associated with the mobile phone. In addition 
to disturbing larger public gatherings, the mobile phone can 
interrupt smaller-scale forms of interpersonal interaction. All 
of us have listened to the boorish person talking on hisjher 



phone in a very public place. Some people go so far as to (ille
gally) get a jamming device just to protect themselves from 
these situations. These stories, regardless of their validity, 
speak to people's unease regarding public use of the mobile 
phone and the feeling by some that it needs to be restricted and 
controlled (Richtel, 2007). 

All of us have had to put our face-to-face conversation on 
hold while our interlocutor answered their phone and, if we are 
completely honest, most of us have done the same to others. 
Mobile phone conversations in public were unknown in the 
recent past.4 Research shows that it is younger users who are 
more tolerant of mobile phone use in public places - though, 
as noted above, they also have their sense of when and where 
it is not appropriate to use the mobile phone. While a survey 
of 752 people in the USA found that about 6 out of 10 indi
viduals think of public use of mobiles as "a major irritation," 
a majority of younger users, aged 18-27, disagreed (Traugott, 
Joo, Ling & Qian, 2006). 

Use of the mobile phone in public is a convergence of the 
public and the private selves. Goffman, who studied non
mediated interaction, noted that there is a need to manage the 
distinction between the front and the back stage (1959). For 
him, our public "front stage" activities involved the manage
ment of a display. When in public, we are aware of how we 
present ourselves, our deportment and our fac;:ade. We are often 
minutely concerned with what he calls "impression manage
ment." By contrast, the back stage is where we can let the fac;:ade 
slip and we can engage in the more mundane maintenance of 
our image. We can check our hair, adjust our clothing and we 
can agree with others as to how to deal with a new version of 
the public performance. The mobile phone disturbs this bifur
cation. As can be seen in Giuliani's telephone call, the mobile 
phone conversation - including the seemingly mundane coor
dination with his wife and the use of endearments that are not 
often heard from political candidates as they are delivering a 
major policy speech- meant that back-stage activities were quite 

literally pushing themselves onto the front stage. Activities that 
we might otherwise carry out in more unguarded moments 
were thrust into co-present, front-stage situations. 

Given the fact that our telephonic interlocutors are not cued 
into our current physical situation, there is always the possibil
ity that the phone call will spin out of control. The tearful and 
loud break-up of a romantic relationship, the maneuverings 
of a back-room deal or the exercising of corridor politics can 
be done telephonically, whenever, wherever and with unantici
pated audiences on both ends of the line. Thus, the co-present 
audience might get to know more than we would wish. This is 
further complicated by the fact that the co-present situation can 
also thrust itself into the mediated interaction. It might well be 
that the telephonic interlocutor assumes that the conversation 
is "just between us two." However, when they hear the tinkling 
of glasses and the young man or woman giggling in the back
ground, they might suddenly recognize that the discussion is 
not as closed and guarded as they had originally thought. 

The staging of a mobile phone conversation is fraught with 
problems. To use it successfully in public requires a certain 
savoirjaire. The ringing of the mobile phone interrupts the 
flow of a co-present situation. With the speech of Giuliani, the 
performance of Griffiths and the movie experience of Grethe 
and Gro, there was interruption of a pre-existing situation. 
Similarly, in the case of a conversation between friends, the 
call on the mobile phone also interrupts the flow of interac
tion. In a conversation, we exchange comments and rejoinders 
and follow certain topics with our conversation partner(s). The 
interaction might be focused on how to deal with a certain 
problem. It might be a "pitch," where one of the interlocutors 
is trying to convince others about something, or it might be 
simple banter between friends. Regardless, the ringing of a 
mobile phone disrupts the flow. 

We can be more or less adroit at dealing with this. Indeed, 
it is through the nimble use of manners and courtesy that we 
facilitate the flow of events and buffer them from unwanted 



disturbances. Further, when a disturbance has indeed hap
pened, it is our sense of courtesy that helps us to negotiate 
through the shoals of social interaction. There is the role of the 
person responsible for the disturbance and there is the role of 
the individual who must suffer the disruption in the flow. Each 
partner has a range of devices that hejshe can use. The person 
receiving the call can ignore it, they can feign resignation as 
they answer, they can apologize to the co-present interlocutor as 
they transfer their attention to the mediated interaction or they 
can simply stop the pre-existing interaction and take the call. 
In the same way, the "injured" party can bluster at the inter
ruption, they can nod discreetly and permit it or they can try to 
continue the interaction in spite of the emerging situation. 

All of this changes, of course, if one of the co-present 
individuals needs to initiate a call. Rather than being an unan
ticipated breach in the interaction, there will likely be some 
sort of negotiation before the actual call is made. The point 
is that the individual initiating the call will have to mark their 
withdrawal from the co-present interaction in order to make 
the call. In that situation they can use forms of courtesy, man
ners and deportment (Coffman, 1959). After more than a 
decade, the use of the mobile phone in public places is still an 
unsettled issue. 

3 Mobile communication and power relations 

One theme that arises in this book is that the mobile phone 
is mostly used for mundane interactions. It is used to coordi
nate who will meet whom, when and where. It is used to decide 
whether he or she will make dinner tonight and it is used to 
arrange the ten-minute delay of a meeting because traffic is par
ticularly heavy. Many, if not most, of our calls are like this. The 
vignettes in chapters 3 and 4 describe this type of interaction. 

Of course, one result of all these little interactions, most of 
which pass and accumulate without any of us really thinking 
too much about them, is a slow layering-on of the networks and 

habits of our social lives; these have an implicit power compo
nent. Who calls whom with the reminder about picking up 
dinner is both a reflection and a reinforcement of the matrix 
of expectations and obligations occurring in a relationship or a 
family. When an employee sends an intentional missed call to 
his employer, asking the employer to pay for the call (because 
the social norm is that richer people have to pay for calls), he 
is acting within, acknowledging and ultimately strengthen
ing the power relationship between employer and employee 
(Donner, 2007). 

Yet beyond these everyday interactions, there are occasional 
situations where we are able to see the way that the mobile 
phone affects power relations in a much more overt way. While 
it is possible to say that there are power dimensions associated 
with our everyday calls, it is also possible to discuss power in a 
much broader sense, i.e. the situations that actively challenge 
social norms and structures, and raise "debates" in the popular 
discourse. A good definition of power has been provided by 
the sociologist Max Weber, who says that power is when one 
person or a group of people is able to realize their will "against 
the resistance of others who are participating in the action" 
(1958, 180). This can be legitimized through traditional, legal
rational or charismatic structures. In several cases, mobile 
phones have been involved in the shifting of state power, 
they have been the instruments of terror and they have been 
employed by the authorities to capture the bad guys. At a lower 
level of abstraction, mobile communication has democratized 
and complicated our ideas of news-gathering, disempowering 
traditional arbiters of news, and it has affected power relations 
within the family. In this section, we will examine the way that 
mobile communication affects power relations in both large
and not so large-scale interactions. 

J.l Mobile communication and social protest 
One of the unexpected consequences of the mobile phone is 
that it has, in some cases, resulted in a reallocation of political 



power. There are political mobilizations that are organized 
by mobile telephone, as well as terrorist activities. In some · 
cases, the boundary between the two is difficult to determine. 
One person's political engagement is seen by another person 
as subversive. Regardless of the perspective, issues of power 
are in play and mobile communication has become a tool in 
these interactions. 

One of the first, and indeed the most celebrated, examples 
of this is the ouster of President Joseph Estrada in 2001 in 
the Philippines. In that case, thousands of protesters collected 
at a place in Central Manila called the Epifanio de los Santos 
Avenue, known in daily life as the EDSA. They were alerted to 
the protest with the simple SMS message "EDSA." The loca
tion was not without precedent since it was also where there 
had been earlier protests against Fernando Marcos. In the case 
of the Marcos protest, the military, who are housed at a nearby 
army camp, refused to break up the protest and in effect ended 
the reign of Marcos. Thus, the location is symbolically imbued 
in Filipino history. 

It is of course obvious that the actual protests against 
Estrada arose out of a much broader political situation. It is 
important to note that the mobile telephone did not cause the 
protests, but rather its use aided in their organization. Estrada, 
a former film star, was elected by capitalizing on his links to 
the more impoverished population. At the same time he was 
deeply unpopular among some portions of the populace, nota
bly those who were better able to afford items such as mobile 
phones (Rafael, 2003). He had been accused of corruption and 
was the subject of an impeachment process that became the 
focus of national attention. The impeachment process came 
to an impasse involving the decision to introduce a particular 
piece of evidence into the trial. The impasse resulted in half of 
the panel that was considering his impeachment - those who 
were opposed to Estrada - walking out. It was at this point 
that the protesters started to send out the message "EDSA" 
to all the individuals on their mobile phone lists, indicating 

that people should congregate in order to voice their opposi
tion (Paragas, 2003). 

Taking this somewhat broader perspective, it is easy to see 
that texting did not cause the protest, rather texting facilitated 
it (Pertierra et al., 2002). Thus, there was a generally recog
nized tension (the assertions regarding Estrada's corruption) 
and a widely shared ideology. There was a dramatic turn in the 
impeachment (the impasse) and there was a well-recognized, 
symbolically imbued location that could be employed for 
the protests (EDSA). Finally, there was an easily used form 
of communication that allowed for the quick mobilization of 
the protesters. Conveniently, the message "EDSA" could be 
quickly sent out via SMS. Thus, the SMS being sent out was 
both a form of group coordination and also a call to arms (Ling, 
2004). It is important to note that all the elements were impor
tant and, were one of them to be missing, the protest would 
have fallen flat or taken a different form. 5 

The anti-Estrada action in the Philippines, the various 
World Trade Organization protests, the protests at the 2004 
Republican Convention in New York, the election of Viktor 
Yushchenko in 2004 in the Ukraine, and an ever-increasing 
number of examples point to the fact that the mobile telephone 
has become a part of the political landscape. It is important 
to note, however, that, just as the mobile phone can facilitate 
the logistics of social protest, it can also facilitate the tenden
cies that would minimize the impact of social protest. Writing 
before the rise of mobile communication, William Gamson 
wrote an interesting book on the strategies of social protest. 
He examined the histories of 53 protest movements - of all 
types - in order to better understand the dynamics of those 
that succeeded and those that were either co-opted or defeated 
(Gamson, 1975). A key characteristic of those groups that were 
defeated was that there was a tendency towards factionalization 
(see also Frey, Dietz & Kalof, 1992). Those protest groups that 
had the ability to maintain a unified focus and ideology were 
the most successful. Those that were plagued by competition 



between different factions were not as successful in 
out their agenda. Carrying this thought into the realm of per. 
sonalized mobile communication, it is clear that, while the 
mobile telephone can help to facilitate the logistics of protest, 
it can also facilitate the logistics ofideological splits. Just as we 
can receive a message that the protest will be held on a certain . 
day at a certain time, we can receive a message from our more 
immediate group of comrades that our participation will be · 
conditional or that we will participate in a particular way. 

Elements of this were seen in the protests associated with . 
the 2004 Republican National Convention in New York. In · 
that case, mobile communication was used extensively to 
mobilize protesters for a wide variety of events and actions. 
There was no lack of creativity in the protests that were staged. 
However, at the end of the day, the protests did not significantly 
disrupt the actual Republican Convention. Indeed, there was 
not a single unifying focus to the protests. There were people 
opposed to environmental policies, to the war in Iraq and to 
a variety of other causes. Each of these was given the room to 
play out their own special protest at their own special time in ; 
their own special location. If we compare the impact of these 
protests with those in Manila where a government was over
thrown, it is possible to see the difference in magnitude. In the 
case of the Estrada demonstrations, there was a broad-based 
movement that was unified in purpose and had been called 
to action in a dramatic national moment. In the case of the 
protests at the Republican National Convention, if we are to 
be a little flippant, we saw a type of demonstration that was 
more characterized by a kind of "theater of the moment" than 
in a true political movement. The mobile phone facilitated the 
protests both in the Philippines and in the USA. In the latter 
case, however, there was not the intensely felt focus on a single 
clear goal that characterized the former. 

There have been several cases where protesters have used 
mobile communication to organize themselves. More recently, 
we have seen the authorities becoming wise to this possibil-

ity and taking measures to counteract it. In the 2006 protests 
in Nepal and in 2oo7's pro-democracy protests in Myanmar 
(Burma), the government simply turned off the mobile phone 
system. 6 This was done in order to stifle protests and hinder 
the ability of protesters to organize? 

3-2 Everyday citizen empowerment 
In addition to affecting the machinations of power in dramatic, 
but focused, protests, the mobile phone is also an element in 
the way that power is worked out in more mundane situations. 
One example is the oddly named "virtual community" asso
ciated with Trapster.8 It encourages members to send in the 
locations of "live" police speed traps via their mobile phones, 
including police cars and motorcycles that are "hiding in 
bushes along a freeway on-ramp" and various types of hiding 
places used by police and for remote sensing devices intended 
to capture speed violations. Interestingly, the promotional 
material for the service evokes democratic ideals by paraphras
ing Lincoln's Gettysburg Address.lt asserts that it was "created 
by the people, for the people," presumably asserting that it is a 
natural right to exceed posted speed limits. 

There are also initiatives designed to use the technology for 
making the streets safer. One example is the initiative devel
oped by the New York Police Chiefs Benevolent Association 
designed to help in reporting drunken drivers. 9 The material for 
the campaign describes the characteristics of drunken drivers 
-weaving in and out of traffic, making sudden abrupt stops or 
starts, etc.- and it asks drivers to call the emergency number to 
report these individuals. It even goes as far as offering a reward 
of up to $250 for making these reports. Another more vigilante 
type of approach is seen on sites such as RottenDriver.com, 
where people send in a text message with the license plate of 
poor drivers. These are then tabulated into scoreboards for 
different locations in a type of public shaming. Similar traf
fic reporting programs have been developed in Malaysia and 
in the UK. In addition, mobile phone-based reporting is also 



being applied to pollution violations in Jakarta, vandals in 
Edinburgh and disease outbreaks in Indonesia and China. 

These different programs do not use the mobile phone in a 
fight for the future form of government, such as we saw in the 
instances of the Philippines or Ukraine. There are nonethe
less issues of power being worked out here. On the one hand, 
people who resent the use of speed traps are using mobile 
communication to organize themselves in order to assert their 
will. They are developing and using systems that help them . 
to out-fox the police. At the same time, there are those who 
use mobile communication to help reduce the risk from errant 
drivers, vandals and other public nuisances. The total impact 
is difficult to gauge. It is difficult to know whether the technol
ogy is facilitating more speeding, more traffic tickets or both. 
There is, however, responsiveness in the system that was not 
there before. 

Taking a somewhat broader view, information is being 
exchanged and gathered for these various and sometimes 
contradictory purposes. We are also seeing the engagement 
of people in the public sphere via their mobile phones. There 
is a type of participatory culture. It can range from reporting 
speeders to reminding others to vote, and in some cases to 
encouraging others to participate in a protest. 

3·3 Citizen journalism 
Mobile communication is also changing power relationships 
by facilitating citizen journalism. It makes possible the spread 
of information on celebrities and enables non-professional 
journalists and paparazzi to make in-roads into the produc
tion of news. In other cases, mobile phones (qua cameras) are 
being used to record breaking events, for example Saddam 
Hussein's execution, which was covertly filmed on a cell phone 
and later uploaded to the web. 10 The fact that these devices are 
becoming ubiquitous, and indeed a part of the "blogosphere," 
means that they are available when other recording devices 
are not, or when the unforeseen takes place. That is, they are 

available to capture newsworthy events and these photos are 
finding their way into the news (Koskinen, 2004). Recent 
advances are cutting out the "upload" step altogether. Many 
phones and applications allow for immediate uploading of 
photos to web sites, social networking platforms and photo
sharing sites. The same is now occurring with video shorts on 
mobiles; third-generation networks are fast enough to support 
real-time streaming from camera phones to the web, allowing 
almost anyone with a camera phone to be a participant in the 
creation of"news." Indeed, CNN and other sites welcome such 
content from viewers. Whether these citizens are "journalists" 
remains a matter of some debate and is largely a matter of 
context, content and one's ideas about what constitutes jour
nalism. Posting a video of, say, an arrest made at a political 
protest to one's own Facebook page may not be journalism, 
posting it to your blog might be journalism (depending on 
who reads your blog and why), and posting the same video to 
the CNN web site almost certainly is. This is making the job 
ofbeing an editor more complex (Baldwin, 1997; Sonenshine, 
1997). Does, for example, reporting on a politician's major 
policy statement on the economy serve the public interest 
better than reporting on his or her spontaneous racist rant that 
was captured with an unnoticed mobile phone? The photos of 
guards abusing prisoners in the Abu Ghraib prison and the 
video ofSaddam Hussein's execution are being drawn into the 
internet-based blogs and thus into the broader discussion of 
current events. As seen in these occurrences, it is clear that the 
mobile phone is part of a "citizen" or "participatory" journal
ism movement, which is sometimes more direct, more open 
to public comment than traditional forms, and is providing the 
news consumer with alternative takes on events (Allen, 2007; 
Lasica, 2003). Inchapten, we described Jenkins' description of 
an emerging "convergence culture" (Jenkins, 2006), in which 
the roles of producers and consumers across formerly distinct 
media platforms are no longer clear and are increasingly inter
twined. By challenging the role of newspaper editors and TV 



producers and professional photographers as the arbiters of 
the news, mobile-enabled citizen and participatory journalism 
is a clear reflection of this convergence culture. 

The ability to bypass editors is particularly convenient when 
you have something you want to share with a small group of 
like-minded people. Rather than relying on professional news
gathering organizations, interested individuals can gather 
and broadcast news that is of particular interest to a smaller 
group in society. Through internet-based systems such as 
UPOC (Universal Point of Contact) or the arrestingly named 
Cawker Stalker, group members can contribute texts on vari
ous themes (Rheingold, 2003). These are then broadcast to all 
other members, who can view them either via a PC or via their 
mobile phone handsets. One of the practical uses of this -and 
other similar systems- is its use in spreading "celebrity sight
ings." From these locations, we can follow the movements of 
various well-known individuals. A recent log on New York City 
"celeb sightings" included the following entries. 

Oct 04 z:ooPM From: PA - Pharell spotted outside the 
Hammerstein Ballroom on W34th st in Manhattan 

Oct 05 ro:o4AM From: AD- Tom Cruise in Macy's on 
34th Street 

Oct 05 5:13PM From: AD - Robert Dinero in Starbucks at 
One Penn Plaza on 34th Street bet 7th and 8th 

Oct 05 5:15PM From: FA- cool 
Oct o8 ro:o9AM From: ER - Myley Cyrus and Billy Ray 

Cyrus on East 67th between znd and 3rd avenues in NYC at 
ro:os AM 

Oct 09 4:37PM From: CM - tony bennett in town in 
NBC area 

The slap-dash form of writing underscores the authors' 
capacities with texting as well as the absence of editorial intru
sion. Lower-case initials for names and various misspellings 
- Myley vs. Miley, Dinero vs. De Niro, etc.- tell the reader that 
this is breaking news. In addition, there is often a skewed dis
tribution of contributors vs. readers. 11 Regardless of this, the 

entire "news cycle" is being carried out in quasi-real time and 
it is being done without the intervention of traditional profes
sional groups. 

Access to mobile communications devices allows for new 
channels in the collection of newsworthy - and question
ably newsworthy - information. This changes the role of the 
individual vis-a-vis the news-gathering system. It challenges 
notions of the professional photographer as the arbiter of 
visual content. It challenges the role of the editor as the arbiter 
of which items will be distributed to the public and, in the case 
of celebrity journalism, it challenges the inviolability of well
recognized persons as they move about in society. The image 
has its own set of assumptions and is, in its own way, a source 
of social disruption. Things that capture images are disruptive 
in a different way from communications devices. People are 
using their mobile phones to capture everyday events. 

3·4 Interpersonal forms of power relations 
The mobile telephone- sometimes uncomfortably- plays into 
the interaction between parent and child. This interaction can 
be read using the lens of power relations (Ling & Yttri, 2oo6). 
Mobile communication has come to play a part in the emanci
pation process of adolescents (Ling, 2009). On the surface, it 
provides a convenient way to maintain contact and coordinate 
interaction. At the same time, however, its use can be shaped 
and sabotaged in different ways to the advantage of children 
in one tum of the interaction and to the advantage of parents 
in the next. It can be used to control information and it can be 
used to make- and deny- commands. 

This also affects interactions between employers and 
employees. In her analysis oflive-in maids in Singapore -like 
Amihan in chapter 3 - Sun (2oo6) examines the way that use 
of the mobile phone by maids is discouraged by employers. At 
the same time, the mobile is valued by the maids as a way to 
maintain contact with family and friends. In addition, it facili
tates their ability to compare working conditions with other 



maids. According to Sun, employers were interested in guard
ing against this type of information pooling: "When maids get 
together, they tend to compare their jobs ... salary, sleeping 
hours ... when they see differences, they are not happy. That's 
why I get a maid with no off-days then she can't go out to mix 
with other maids" (Sun, 2006, 6). 

Employers also limit the maids' access to traditional land
line telephones and discourage social interaction. This form of 
limitation also extends to mobile phones, or "hand phones" as 
they are referred to in Singapore: "I do not feel that [my maid] 
should carry handphone as they can make other contacts, do 
illegal things or get unnecessary influences. My maid does not 
carry a handphone" (Sun, 2006). 

As we might expect, the maids have a different perspective. 
Ownership and use of a mobile phone allows them a certain 
privacy, it allows them to contact family as well as friends 
(both overseas and locally) and it allows them the ability to 
contact authorities should that need arise. This can be either 
the agency they use to find work or, in some cases, embassy 
personnel. This does not mean that it is taken for granted that 
these domestic workers are allowed to have mobile phones. 
Sun documents how the maids need to hide them and use 
them surreptitiously. 

Thus, the adoption and use of the mobile phone has resulted 
in a discussion of how power relations are exercised in differ
ent settings. Coming back to Max Weber and his discussion of 
power, mobile communication has influenced the way that we 
realize our will when confronted with the resistance of others. 
This has been done in both large- and small-scale interac
tions, to the joy of some and the chagrin of others. In some 
cases, lone individuals or small groups use the mobile phone 
to enhance their position relative to others (such as the case of 
the maids vis-a-vis their employers). In other cases, the mobile 
phone is a device that leaves a "digital trail" ofinformation that 
others can follow and, in some cases, use in order to assert 
their power over the user. 

3.5 State power and surveillance 
One final issue regarding the interaction of power and 
mobile communication is the use of mobile phone traffic 
information for various types of surveillance. The traffic data 
accumulated by mobile phone operators can describe the 
web of calls that an individual makes and receives (Gonzalez, 
Hidalgo & Barabasi, 2008). This, in turn, can be used to 
understand the way that persons and groups with nefarious 
intentions communicate and operate. Nefarious activities 
are, of course, defined in the eyes of the beholder. They can 
be the plottings of small-scale criminals or other desperados, 
they can involve terrorism against a legitimate government 
or they can be the activities of well-intentioned conspirators 
plotting against a despotic dictator. Those who control the 
telephone network, regardless of their moral trajectory, have 
the potential to use the information that is generated by the 
system to follow the movements of particular handsets - and 
presumably their owners - and to understand the structure 
of social networks. 

The Bush administration in the USA, for example, was criti
cized for its use of telephone records to trace the interactions 
of people who are suspected of terrorism and to map out their 
social networks. Civil rights campaigners have reacted to this 
by saying that it is an unnecessary invasion of privacy. In addi
tion, since the actual content of the telephone conversations is 
not being examined, only the network of interactions, there is 
no way of knowing if a particular contact of a known terrorist 
is a comrade in arms or just the local pizza outlet where they 
order a meal every Friday. Regardless, the fact that the mobile 
telephone facilitates direct contact between individuals and 
the fact that it can be used anywhere and anytime mean that 
those with both good and bad intentions can use it to further 
their aims. The electronic traces left by these interactions are of 
interest when trying to determine whether a particular person 
was at a murder site, to halt terrorists or to stop potential coup 
participants. 



4 Mobile communication, rule transgression, 
quasi-legal and illegal activity 

There are laws, there are rules and there are agreements. 
Laws are formalized rules (they have been established 
through some procedure) and they are binding- for exam
ple, in many places it is against the law for teens to drink 
alcohol. There are also sanctions associated with breaking 
laws. A rule is much less stringent in that it is only a general 
guideline. The weakest of these is an agreement - that is, a 
type of informal accord reached between individuals, based 
on mutual understanding. 

The rise of the mobile phone has led to the establishment 
of rules regarding its use. As with other forms of technology 
-the TV, the PC, calculators, etc.- we have had to work out 
when and where it is acceptable to use it. For example, when 
it was first developed, there were extended discussions with 
regards to the use of the calculator in the classroom. These 
discussions had the tone of moral arguments. 

We have seen the same discussions regarding use of the 
mobile phone in schools. School is a location where there is 
generally a rule against use of the mobile phone in the class
room. In that setting the focus is on teaching/learning, and 
the use of the mobile phone is often seen as being disrup
tive (Campbell, zoo6). In addition, it threatens the notion of 
the individual scholar doing his or her own work, in that the 
mobile phone allows for various forms of cheating and decep
tion (Ling, zooo). Needless to say, these rules are not always 
respected (Ling, zoo9). In a 1999 survey of r,ooo teens in 
Norway, at a point when about 66 percent of teens owned a 
mobile phone, the material shows that just fewer than zo per
cent reported having received a text message in school on the 
previous school day.12 

Perhaps it is therefore not surprising that the mobile phone, 
and in particular texting, have been employed for "assisting" 
students with exams. Two of the most famous cases were 

at the University of Maryland, College Park, in the USA, 
and Hitotsubashi University in Japan. In the University of 
Maryland case, the inventive professor posted a bogus answer 
key on the internet after the exam had begun (Katz, zoos). 
Fellow students who were not taking the exam sent the infor
mation to their friends who were taking it. About a dozen 
students were caught in the sting. In the case of Hitotsubashi 
University, z6 students were failed when it was discovered 
that they had arranged to receive answers for an exam on their 
mobile phones. 

4.1 Chicanery and bullying 
Another somewhat sophomoric form of deviance is the use of 
the mobile phone for different types of chicanery. The mobile 
phone - and now the camera phone - can be used for various 
forms of traditional chicanery. With landline telephony, this 
often consists of obscene or inappropriate calls. There is a 
certain ambiguity regarding the use oflandline telephony for 
these calls since several people within the household often 
share the same telephone. This ambiguity is eliminated with 
the mobile phone (Katz, zoos) and, indeed, it is an increas
ingly common problem. It has been reported, for example, 
that n percent of women in Germany received illicit calls 
via their mobile phones (Kury, Chouaf, Obergfell-Fuchs & 
Woessner, zoo4). 

The mobile phone - often in its guise as a camera 1 photo 
distribution device - is also used to take inappropriate photos 
and to distribute them. These can include surreptiously taken 
"gym shower" photos, or more simply photos that catch the 
subject at an inappropriate moment. Camera phones can then 
quickly transmit the photos and even post them on the internet 
for a potentially global audience (Brandtzceg, zoos; Tikkanen 
& Junge, zoo4). 

Chicanery is disturbing to the victim if it happens once. If 
an individual is repeatedly the victim of bullying, it becomes 
a serious situation (Ling, zoo7a; Tikkanen & Junge, zoo4). 



Mobile communication provides people with a medium 
through which the bullying can easily be communicated. 
Again, since the mobile phone is often seen as a part of our 
personal kit, it also provides others with a direct link through 
which they can send offensive messages remotely. The advan
tages - as seen from the perspective of the person doing the 
bullying- are that hejshe is more anonymous and there is 
virtually no possibility of supervision of interactions as there 
is in classroom or playground situations (Patchin & Hinduja, 
2oo6). Indeed, the victim of so-called "cyber bullying" cannot 
seek refuge at home or in other locations since they are osten
sibly available to be victimized whenever and wherever. In 
an experiment designed to test the impact of ostracism com
municated via text messages, Smith and Williams found that 
even a mild form of exclusion can result in a reduced sense of 
belonging and lower self-esteem (2004). 

Patchin and Hinduja reported that about 2 percent of their 
sample had been bullied. When looking at the previous 30-day 
period, the subset of those who had been bullied via the mobile 
phone reported a median of 3·3 events -that is, an episode 
about once every IO days. One poor soul reported 23 events 
in the 30-day period. By comparison, internet-based bullying 
was more common in the material reported by Patchin and 
Hinduja. Almost 30 percent of their informants had experi
enced some form of online bullying. 13 

There are gendered differences with adolescent males report
ing more bullying than females (Kowalski & Linber, 2007). 
Raskauskas and Stoltz show that the people who bully and those 
who are victimized in cyber bullying are generally the same as 
the people who take these roles in traditional co-located forms 
of bullying (2007). In addition, victims often did not know the 
identity of the person initiating the episode (Li, 2007). 

4.2 Status offenses among teens 
Another form of criminality are the so-called "status offenses." 
There are some forms of deviance that are illegal regardless of 

the age, gender or status of the individual (murder, theft, etc.). 
There are, however, some forms of deviance that are only con
sidered illegal for persons of a certain status. Generally, these 
are things like underage drinking, sexual interaction before 
the age of consent, etc. These transgressions often become a 
part of teen boundary testing as they move from the relatively 
stable haven of their parents' home into the different currents 
of adult life. 

Analysis has shown that teens who are heavy users of 
mobile communication often are overrepresented among 
those people who also engage in a variety of illegal activi
ties. The results are perhaps most striking when considering 
underage sexual activity. Analysis of material in Norway has 
shown that the more a teen of a particular age uses their 
mobile phone, the stronger the possibility that they will have 
had their sexual debut (Ling, 2oosa; Pedersen & Samuelsen, 
2003). 14 There are several interesting issues here. The careful 
reader will note that we have not posited a causal relationship 
between phone use and sexual activity. The actual form of the 
link between the two is not understood. There are two possi
ble issues here, however. The first is that those teens who are 
most gregarious and social both like to use the mobile phone a 
lot and are also the most adventurous sexually. Another issue 
here is that the mobile phone is also a tool of coordination 
between individuals. Thus, it is a perfect device for arranging 
a discreet tete-a-tete. 

4-3 Illegal activity 
There are also situations where the mobile telephone has facil
itated illegal activity. Just as mobile communication assists the 
functioning of licit activities, it also helps those who are bent 
on carrying out illicit ones. The same analysis that showed the 
relationship between mobile phone use and sexual activity 
among teens also showed a much darker relationship between 
heavy telephone users and various types of serious criminal
ity (Ling, 2005a). The data showed that heavy mobile phone 



use covaried with a variety of illicit activities such as breaking. 
and entering, stealing, vandalizing and fighting with weapons 
(usually knives). 

Women who are trying to escape abusive relationships find 
that the use of mobile phones and PC-mediated interaction 
make it more difficult to break out of the relationships. Their 
abusers- often former husbands or boyfriends- can harass 
and threaten the women in a type of psychological abuse 
(McKenzie-McLean, 2007). 

The mobile phone is sometimes used for various forms of 
fraud and electronic sabotage (Leavitt, 2005). The adoption and 
use of mobile communication has altered the sales channels 
for drugs such as heroin in the New York City region (Furst 
et al., 2004), it has facilitated mobilization for gang fights in 
Norway and Australia (Carlsson & Decker, 2005; White, 2oo6) 
and has aided in the organization of prostitution in Vietnam 
and Bangkok (Doussantousse & Tooke, 2002; Plant, 2002). 

Varbanov (2002, 123-33) describes the use of mobile phones 
among criminals in Bulgaria immediately after the fall of the 
Soviet Union. In this case, mobile phones were used to organ
ize various types of criminality including extortion, theft and 
gang-style killings. 

Earlier, we described how mobiles help protesters arrange 
demonstrations; they can also aid in more direct, harmful 
and violent forms of opposition. The most obvious example is 
their use to trigger bombs (Cumming-Bruce, 2005). As noted 
in chapter 4, mobile phones were also used in the organiza
tion of the September 11 attacks (Dutton, 2003; Katz & Rice, 
2003) and they have been used to help survivors in the wake 
of bombings (Cohen & Lemish, 2005). Yet mobiles clearly 
cut both ways, helping and hindering terrorists and terrorist
hunters alike, depending on the situation. While at least one 
government minister in Germany wants to ban terror sus
pects from using mobiles at all, 15 in Afghanistan the Tali ban 
has blown up mobile towers (masts) which they claimed were 
being used to track their movements. 16 

Debates 

5 Mobiles as symbols or vehicles 
of globalization 

Drawing back from the abyss of illegal activities, another 
debate associated with the mobile telephone focuses on its 
role in globalization. Mobiles are a particularly global tech
nology. A user in Kenya might own a handset made by an 
alliance of a Swedish and a Japanese company. This hand
set was assembled in China, from materials that come from 
around the globe, uses a network protocol developed by an 
international consortium, and runs on a network funded by 
a joint venture between a Kenyan firm and an international 
telecommunications carrier based in the UK. However, this 
international flavor has another dimension - its significance 
varies from place to place: specifically, it interacts with the 
powerful imagery of local and international advertising, and 
with issues of national identity. 

These international crosscurrents are so prevalent, the 
advertising messages so powerful, and the take-up of the tech
nologies has been so rapid that publics around the world are 
racing to make sense of what using mobiles means to them 
and to their nations, vis-a-vis the rest of the world. As we 
mentioned earlier, mobiles are marketed as stylish, desirable 
consumer objects. Thus, to the established dynamics of the 
modem (vs. the traditional) and youth (vs. age), we add a third 
debate; the local vs. the global, us vs. them. The meaning of 
the mobile is caught up with the broader discussions about 
modernization, urbanization and, particularly, globalization. 
A brief spin around the globe reveals the following examples, 
which range from the optimistic to the dystopian. 

We can start with are-acknowledgment of the importance 
of mobile phones to hundreds of millions of people living 
away from the countries of their birth- the world's economic 
diasporas (GSM Association, 2007). Amihan, the Filipina 
maid working in Singapore, is an actor in a global system that 
has grown up alongside inequalities in standards of living 



between countries. She can earn more doing the same work 
in Singapore than she ever could in Manila, so she stays over-· 
seas, speaking to her family mostly, these days, by mobile, 
phone. Serigne Tall describes how the mobile's introduction 
into Senegalese villages has accelerated a kind of informal 
globalization, by allowing closer social and financial relation
ships between residents of some villages and their emigre 
counterparts in cities in Italy than between those villagers and 
people (and officials) in the major cities of Senegal. People are · 
making the connections they want to make, and their use of · 
technologies is outpacing use by the state. Tall notes that this 
is evidence of a "destabilizing effect on the classical order" 
(2004, 47)· 

Yet mobiles need not actually connect people in conversa
tions across borders to play a role in globalization. A longtime 
observer of mobiles in the Philippines, Raul Pertierra, talks 
about the symbolic role of the mobile by suggesting that it has 
replaced the jeepney (refurbished Second World War jeeps 
that served as ubiquitous means of public transport) "as the 
expression of what is quintessentially contemporary Filipino. 
Both icons deal with mobility and connectivity, but while the 
jeepney traverses physical distance the cell phone supersedes 
it" (Pertierra, 2006, 9). Similarly, Varbanov talks about the 
spread of mobiles in Bulgaria, against the background of the 
collapse of communism and Bulgarian society's democratic 
and economic transformation. To him, the mobile's "status 
as a national icon seems assured, and its symbolic and phe
nomenological prominence speaks volumes for the nature of 
culture and hierarchy in Bulgarian Society at the start of a new 
millennium" (Varbanov, 2002, 136). 

Writing about India, Kavoori and Chadha (2oo6, 234) 
suggest that, thanks partially to glossy advertising rife with 
appeals to particular western sex roles, the mobile "frames and 
constructs Indian consumers along a semantic/narrative story 
line that centers individuality, references corporate-sponsored 
identity formations, and is reiterative of very specific modali-

ties of identity formation in the Indian context in the wake 
of market liberalization" (see also Mazzarella, 2003). Zhao 
(2oo4) discusses Shau ]i, a Chinese film that views the mobile 
in a dystopian light and as a tool likely to destroy individuals 
and families. Here the concern is not so much western or for
eign values as urban values - the protagonist is a yuppie who 
finds his life and relationships undermined by the mobile. 

This is not to say that backlashes are particularly common. 
These observations about negative or problematic linkages 
between mobiles and globalization remain generally in the 
domain of cultural critics. Very few institutions, save perhaps 
the governments of Cuba and North Korea, and the Tali ban, 17 

have both the power and the desire to try to keep mobiles out of 
the hands of ordinary people (and even the North Koreans and 
Cubans seem to be cracking). 18 Yet perhaps these debates play 
out around the intergenerational dinner table, or in the edito
rial pages oflocal newspapers. In practice, the debates about 
whether mobiles undermine or represent national identities 
are intertwined with the other debates about power relation
ships, intergenerational misunderstandings and unwanted 
disruption. 

The backlash can also be seen in discussions regarding the 
effects of electromagnetic radiation and the issue of cyber 
junk. As Adam Burgess documents in Cellular Phones, Public 
Fears, and a Culture of Precaution, there has been a great deal 
of attention paid by the press, the public, policymakers and 
the research community to the health risks from radiation, 
electricity and other disturbances from handsets and cell 
masts (Burgess, 2004; see also Goggin, 2006). This debate is 
far from conclusive, but is a part of the broader discussion of 
mobile communication. 

More recently, another group has begun to examine the 
mobile phone manufacturing and consumption lifecycle. 
Billions of handsets have come to us with costs which might 
not be reflected in the retail price of the handsets themselves. 
These externalities range from the social and political impacts 



of the rough conditions surrounding the Coltan (colum 
tantalite) mines in central Africa (Montague, 2002) -

is a metallic ore used in the production of most handsets 
to the environmental problems of recycling and disposing 
hundreds of millions of handsets per year, each loaded 
lead, PVC, mercury, cadmium, barium and other nasty 
(Carroll, 2oo8; Goodman, 2004). 

Katz and Aakhus' theory of apparatgeist (Katz & Aakhus, '> 

2002) suggests that any concerns that the guardians of the old,· 
the collective and the particularistic have about mobiles may 
be appropriate - that the problems are not only with the way 
mobiles are marketed but also how they are used. If, as appa
ratgeist suggests, mobiles do have an essence or "socio-logic" 
which enables a universal shift towards "perpetual contact" 
among their users, then there are certainly institutions and 
actors who will be threatened by the device, and others who feel ' 
it is their responsibility to protect established orders, societies 
and norms from incursion by mobile telecommunication. The 
"classical order," as Tall puts it, may sense a threat. 

6 Conclusion 

In the previous chapters, we have seen how people around the 
world are using mobile telephones in daily life. In this chap
ter, we have focused on some of the unintended - and perhaps 
unwanted - consequences of mobile use. The topics of the 
debates associated with the device include things both mildly 
irritating, like the disruption of co-located interaction, and deadly 
serious, like the mobile's use as a way to detonate bombs. 

In many ways, the mobile telephone confronts the existing 
order. Use of the device plays into the way that social protests 
are organized and the way that citizens band together for 
various purposes. The mobile phone changes the equation in 
relation to news-gathering and it also affects the emancipation 
process and the attendant negotiations and demands that take 
place between teens and their parents. The mobile phone also 

provides underhanded au~orities ~th new ways of ~athering 
information and performmg surveillance. The mobile phone 
provides new ave~~e.s for the co.mmission ~f quasi-legal and 
patently illegal actlVlbes. Everythmg from chiCanery and bully
ing, through the organization of theft, murder and extortion, 
to the commission of terrorist acts can be supported with the 
use of mobile communication. 

Finally, the mobile phone is a particularly strong example of 
globalization. The production of the mobile phone systems as 
well as the devices draws on many parts of the world. The com
panies that market the handsets and operate the networks are, 
as often as not, multi-national concerns. Mobile phone hand
sets often have a life that starts in a comfortably well-developed 
economy, but, when the style turns to the next phase of hand
sets, the formerly au-courant handset is many times sent off 
to a developing country, where it is recycled and sold to an 
appreciative second user. In this capacity, it may facilitate com
munication between a family which has a son, or a father or a 
mother, working overseas, who uses the device to send home 
money in the form of remittances. When the handset has 
ended its useful life, it becomes cyber junk and may be broken 
up for its component parts and materials. These issues, just 
like the widespread adoption of the mobile phone, are all a part 
of the bigger picture. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion: individual 
addressability, interlacing and 
spillover of the control revolu · 

1 Introduction 

Earlier in the book, we introduced ten characters, and 
trated the ways in which the mobile makes a difference in 
lives. It provides basic connectivity for those who have not 
rienced it before, and it facilitates a world of instrumental 
expressive interactions to all who use it. But a different""'"""''""' 
tive on the experience of those same people would suggest 
at an abstract level, not much has actually changed. We 
coordinating and getting help, flirting and reminiscing, 
and selling, and generally engaging in the exigencies of 
life long before mobile communication arrived on the 
The mobile phone has simply facilitated these processes. 

So which is it? Does mobile communication signal a 
lutionary new era, or is it just a nifty tool with which we do 
same old stuff? As with many things, we want a clear !JR ..• w,.,,., 
but the reality is more complex. The addition of over 3 billion. 
mobile subscriptions in a decade is a monumental shift, expe
rienced particularly in the developing world. Access to basic · 
telephony has never been easier, less expensive or closer to 
universal. By contrast, the transition is perhaps not so dra
matic for persons in the developed world, for whom mediated 
interaction has been on the scene, readily accessible in most 
homes and workplaces, for some time. Nonetheless, mobile 
communication presents a shift, albeit more evolutionary than 
revolutionary. The mobile phone is a complex and powerful 
device. It is both a tool and a symbol. It is a gizmo, a harbinger, 
a conduit to loved ones, an actor with its own sense of agency, 

. and a curse a tool and an expression. A steady growth saVIor ' 
~ functionality has modified an~ extended _the device beyond 
. core capacity to move our vmces over d1stances' Through 
~:ages, video, text, GPS and data, it is becoming another path 
1 

the variety of content, services and communities on the 
:~ternet. It is a force for economic development; it can extend 
ducation beyond the classroom and provide access to informa

:on regardless oflocation. It is being used by teens to distance 
themselves from their parents, and as a way for parents to keep 
track of their offspring. The mobile telephone is simultane
ously a consequence of social processes and a device that has 
social consequences. It is so varied in its application and use 
as to render a single, linear, global, unified explanation of its 
impact impossible (and perhaps undesirable). In sum, there 
are many different applications of the technology, each co
evolving alongside pre-existing forms of human interaction. 

Mobile communication, however, has essential attributes, 
which distinguish it in form and impact from traditional land
line telecommunication. First, as mobile handsets become 
ubiquitous, the mobile phone provides for individual address
ability- we place calls to people not places, and expect to reach 
those people when we call. Second, the same ubiquity means 
that, as we carry our devices everywhere, we can interlace our 
communication activities more finely into the fabric of our 
everyday interaction in a way that was not previously possible. 
By interlacing in this way, we attempt to control the flux of 
activities buffeting our lives. 

Further, widespread access, individual addressability and 
the ability to interlace interactions means that we have intro
duced a type of mobile logic into our interactions. Around 
the world, there is an emerging norm of connectedness, an 
assumption that all of us are available via a mobile phone. This 
is not merely an expectation that we can bother Bill or Sally in 
an emergency, but rather something deeper and habitual. This 
chapter will argue that, thanks to an emerging mobile logic, 
our everyday actions are determined, at least in part, by our 



expectation that others we may interact with are always 
able via the mobile phone; thus, planning is different, travel 
different, togetherness is different, and privacy is different. . 

2 Individual addressability and interlacing 

In 1972, the evening news in Norway broadcast a story about 
early "mobile telephone" system. The voice-over described 
development of the system, the plans of the state-run 
operator and the anticipated number of subscribers (there 
some 40 base stations for the whole country and 2,100 

were subscribers). The accompanying visual images 
with a fellow in a suit and tie speaking into a walkie-,., .. ,"-'C"UJ!•• 

microphone while holding a device that is roughly the size of 
lunch-pail. This image faded and was followed by that ofau,,u .... 
man (also in suit and tie) shown running across a lawn 
speaking into the same mobile telephone. The viewer was led 
believe that he was in the process of reporting some err1er;ger1cy. 
and was in great need both of getting out the message and, at 
same time, offleeing (or perhaps he is rushing to give as~nst:ance, 
the plot line isn't well developed on this point). The text and 
subtext of the story are clear. At the overt level, the viewer wat 
being informed of new technical developments. The visual pres• 
entation in the story is, however, prescient. It first introduced , 
the viewer to the device and then introduced the notion that it 
will allow us to call (and be called) regardless of where we are. 
This story also developed the notion that the mobile telephone ·· 
would allow us to intermingle different activities. Seen with 
these eyes, the news story serves to illustrate two of the basic · 
functions of mobile communication noted above, namely indi
vidual addressability and the interlacing of activities. 

2.1 Individual addressability 
When we use a mobile, we call or send a text to a person, not · 
a place. Each of us becomes individually addressable, and 
that makes all the difference. When using the traditional 

landline-based system, we "come to the phone." Indeed, a 
polite way of refusing a phone call was "She cannot come to 
the phone right now. Can I take a message so she can call you 
back later?" The statement assumes that the telephone termi
nal was fixed and we moved in relation to it. With landline 
telephony we called fixed locations in the hope that a particular 
person would be nearby, and that they would not be indisposed 
at the moment. Clearly, these are bygone niceties. Having a 
mobile phone- along with caller ID and voice mail and texting 
functionality - means that we can call or text directly to the 
individual. If we are "indisposed" at the moment, we can still 
see who is calling and make a snap decision as to whether we 
should end our indisposition in order to take the call or simply 
send it to our voice mail account. The problem is even easier 
with texting, which is by its nature more asynchronous. With 
these technical fixes we do not have the need for artful excuses 
when we do not want to take a call- though we may need them 
later when confronted by the spurned interlocutor. 

The mobile phone puts each of us into play. We are remotely 
accessible to others. Parents can call teens, patrons can call 
local restaurant owners, businesspeople can call colleagues, 
etc. If we put this development into the context of mediated 
interaction, mobile communication represents something new 
in several different ways. It is interpersonal and it is interac
tive. As suggested by Ito, Okabe and Matsuda (2005), it is also 
a personal medium. The mobile phone has, in many cases, 
become an object we have on our person and so the commu
nications come directly to us.1 The ability to talk or to send a 
message to people, regardless of where they are, is a funda
mental shift. Thinking historically, with the telegraph- as well 
as different pneumatic message delivery systems - messages 
were delivered between central offices and then taken to an 
address by hand. The landline telephone expanded the reach 
of the network into the home and office. Most often, a common 
phone was shared by many people (e.g. in some offices, dormi
tories, etc.). Indeed, the phone booth was a type of socialized 



telephone that could be used by anyone who needed to 
a call when they were away from other possible phone 
nals. The mobile phone has changed this in that those T>P•">nla,, 

who have a mobile phone are personally accessible whenever 
and wherever they happen to be. 2 There is also an increasing .· 
tendency to replace landline telephones with mobile phones. · 
In the USA, for example, the proportion of people who have, 
only a mobile phone, and not a landline connection, has gone 
from about 4·4 percent of the adult population to 12 percent, 
between 2004 and the end of 2007 (Blumberg & Luke, 2007). 
Thus, the tendency is clearly that we are moving towards the . 
personalization of telecommunication. 

2.2 Interlacing of activities 
The potential for individual addressability allows for the inter
lacing of activities. With mobile communication there is an 
intertwining of mediated and co-present activities (Ling, 2oo8; 
Taylor, 2005). We call a friend to chat while waiting for a bus. 
Students like Stan can send and receive text messages during a 
particularly boring lecture. Office workers like Mette can check 
on their children in the time between meetings. That is, we , 
engage in mobile communication in the various folds of life . 
when we are not otherwise engaged. The act of communication 
with remote persons (or in some cases data sources) has become 
more integrated into our everyday lives. These interactions 
are taking place as needed and they are taking place between 
specific individuals. Licoppe discusses the way that mobile 
communication, and in particular texting, allows for what he 
calls "connected presence" (Licoppe, 2004). The idea is that we 
carry the interaction with our friends and family through the 
day. At one tum we are able to send them a message, and in the 
next tum we meet them for a cup of coffee. The next interac· 
tions might be a short series of calls to lay further plans, and 
then there might be a couple of text messages to confirm things 
or perhaps to share a small joke or a bit of gossip. There is no 
need to set aside time for longer involved discussions; rather, 

we interact with them in fits and starts through the day. There is 
a more-or-less continual stream of interactions that we fit into 
the open moments of our daily routines. 

Interlacing of activities means that we can vicariously par
ticipate in situations or we can organize one social interaction 
while we are still (physically) in a separate one. While in class, 
the student can send messages to classmates regarding their 
upcoming meeting in the library to work on a class project. 
The lover can send messages - or even missed calls - to the 
object of hisjher love while at work or waiting for a bus. In 
the middle of a meeting, we can receive a call from our child's 
school telling us that our child is sick and needs to be picked 
up. The different activities, impulses and situations are being 
worked out simultaneously. One situation is being attended to 
while we are physically in another. It is not just making con
crete arrangements but also sending messages and making 
calls that are intended to express our feelings and to warm the 
soul of our interlocutor. The mobile phone allows us to wedge 
quick messages into time we spend waiting for other activities 
to commence. 3 

3 The control revolution in the social sphere 

Individual addressability and the interlacing of activities affect 
the way we coordinate our lives. When seen as a mass phe
nomenon, they also suggest that there is a changing logic in 
the organization of interaction. 

There are also those who suggest that the rise of mobile com
munication is perhaps both a cause and a result of more haste 
in society (Arnold, 2003; Gripsrud, in progress; Virilio, 1995). 
The idea here is that society is characterized by a more rapid 
tempo. James Beniger (Beniger, 1986) examined some of the 
same issues, portraying progressively increasing speed in the 
form of industrial production and commercial interactions. 
This result, he argues, has been a crisis of control. Using the 
most dramatic of Beniger's examples, the speed of the train 



system demanded that there be a control system in order 
prevent the trains from occupying the same tracks and 
ing into each other. It was for situations such as this that 
such as the telegraph, were designed. 

In contrasting the industrial revolution with what he 
"the control revolution," Beniger writes: "By far the arp,::.1" .. .,. 

effect ofindustrialization ... was to speed up a society's entire 
material processing system, thereby precipitating what I call a 
crisis of control, a period in which innovations in information
processing and communication technologies lagged behind 
those of energy and its application to the manufacturing and , 
transportation" (Beniger, 1986, 427). As a response to this, 
organizational, mass media and telecommunications systems 
were developed. Writing before the rise of the internet and the 
mobile phone, Beniger cites the impact ofboth telegraphy and 
traditionallandline telephony as examples of telecommunica
tions systems that were a part of the control revolution. His 
focus is consistently on the interaction between production 
processes and the systems employed to control them. 

Telecommunication unquestionably helps to control the way 
that industrial and commercial processes proceed. Mobile com
munication follows in this spirit - and indeed it was spawned 
from the industrial process in association with the electronics 
industry - in that it has allowed new forms of coordination and 
it has made the production of various goods and services more 
efficient (Julsrud& Bakke, 2oo8). With all deference to Beniger, 
however, that is only half the story. Beniger never makes the 
transition into the impact of ICTs on the social sphere in his 
analysis of the control revolution. As we have written here, 
mobile telephony has lowered the threshold for social inter
action. Just as with the internet, the technology is facilitating 
a range of interactions that have an exclusively social profile, 
including an extension of control or coordination. 

If we accept the assertion of Beniger that communication 
technologies such as the telegraph, the telephone, the inter
net and the mobile phone arose in the service of controlling 

production processes, we can nonetheless see that they have 
been widely applied to non-commercial purposes. Historically, 
the telegraph (Standage, 1998; Stevenson & Bartunek, 1996) 
and the telephone (de Sola Pool, 1977; Fischer, 1992) have 
also each had a dual identity as both a system in the service 
of commercial interests and, at the same time, a conduit for 
social interaction. 4 

The speed with which society is moving may well be a part of 
the picture. Thinking about the commercial side oflife, there 
is a seeming haste to many of the commercial imperatives 
that stress, for example, "shortening the time to market" and 
other similar slogans of the business world. This said, we are 
not necessarily lost in the rush. Rather, the notions of indi
vidual addressability and the interlacing of activities can also 
mean that we are able to hold open several streams of inter
action simultaneously. The small entrepreneur can be using 
the mobile phone for placing orders to a remote supplier and, 
in the next tum, get an order from a local customer followed 
by a missed call from a friend. The business executive can be 
organizing a meeting via the mobile phone and checking on 
the status of a project in the same tum of events, and then get 
a text message from his daughter reporting on her success in 
a math exam at school. The student can be attending a lecture 
while covertly arranging to meet with friends via SMS, the har
ried mother can use the mobile phone to organize driving to 
after-school activities and the father qua soccer coach can send 
a text message to his team to remind them of when and where 
they will practice. However, access to a mobile communica
tions device means that we can carry out these tasks as needed 
in the folds oflife. We can contact others when we have a short 
gap in the co-present flow of events - or when the lecturer 
is boring. That is, we can have a series of short interactions 
to arrange something or we can exchange a series of ritual
ized comments (endearments, a joke, etc.) and then the phone 
goes back in our pocket or purse. 5 While the opposite point can 
be argued - and indeed is effectively argued by, for example, 



Chesley (2005) -mobile communication can also help us 
hold the increasing tempo of society at bay. 

3.1 Control spillover 
Mobile phones have been adopted around the world for 
mercial as well as explicitly non-commercial purposes. 
devices are still being used by executives and the heads 
industry. But, perhaps more profoundly, they are being used 
teens in the suburbs, farmers in Africa, mothers in """"a•cu1y,, 

just as they have been adopted by financers in Argentina 
fishers in India. It is possible to assert that we are in the proc• , 
ess of a "control spillover," in that control processes that were' 
engendered in an industrial context have been democratized 
and applied to interpersonal interactions. The mobile phone ,, 
(in its role as a personalized networked device) is the most 
obvious of these control systems. It is a way to interact (and 
perhaps control) others ("When are you coming home for 
dinner?"). It is also a way to do nurturing and to carry out ritual 
interactions. Thus, it is the application of a control technology 
to the exigencies of our personal lives. 

As we have noted, there is widespread adoption of mobile 
communication and it is being used in the processes of every
day life. We have also suggested that this does not necessarily 
mean that we are doing wildly new things with the mobile 
phones. Rather, we are doing many of the same things as 
before, albeit more efficiently or perhaps more quickly. We 
are applying the individual addressability of the device and 
the ability to interlace communication to the issue of con
trolling interactions. We are basically using the potential of 
mobile communication to coordinate with others and to com
municate about everyday affairs. There are new forms of 
interaction such as texting, but, even here, the content of the 
messaging is often about the affairs of everyday life. 6 Messages 
such as "Where are you?" and "Can you buy some milk on 
your way home?" are common (Ling, 2005b; Ling & Baron, 
2007). Indeed, it is possible to say that the mobile phone is a 

technology of the intimate sphere. The main focus of mobile 
communication has until now been interpersonal interaction 
with a limited number of people. The great majority of calls 
and text messages are actually within the sphere of family and 
friends (Ishii, 2oo6; Kim et al., 2006; Ling, Yttri, Anderson & 
DeDuchia, 2003; Miyata, 2oo6; Reid & Reid, 2004; Smoreda 
& Thomas, 2001; Wei & Lo, 2oo6). 

We are engaging in what Licoppe calls "connected presence" 
(2004). With a bow to Townsend (2ooo), we might also call it 
"real-time networking." The evidence up to this point indicates 
that mobile communication facilitates use of the links within 
the primary sphere (family and friends) (Ling, 2oo8). While 
we might have the image of a mobile user as a high-flying 
executive who is seemingly in touch with the world, the reality 
is that the majority of most people's calls go to only a small 
number of other individuals/ 

3.2 The mobile logic of the real-time social sphere 
It is possible to suggest that, just like the automobile before it, 
mobile communication has become a taken-for-granted aspect 
of everyday life. Upon its introduction, the car was an oddity 
for only the rich. There were no adequate roads, there were no 
gas stations, and nor were there mechanics who could repair 
the vehicles (Fischer & Carroll, 1988). By now we realize that
for both good and bad- everyday life in much of the developed 
world has been restructured by the automobile. Jobs, educa
tion, entertainment and the simple mechanics of life often 
require automotive transport, and even those people who do 
not have a car must organize their lives around a system that 
is organized for those people who do. The automobile and 
automobile-based transport is a taken-for-granted part of our 
lives. In the meantime, millions of new middle-class families 
in India, China and throughout the developing world are pur
chasing their first low-cost automobiles! Just as roads, suburbs 
and shopping malls structure modern societies, so too does 
mobile communication. The arrival of a mobile logic suggests 



that we arrange our daily affairs with the assumption that one 
and all are available via mobile communication. 

We see this perhaps most clearly when confronted with 
a breach in everyday routines. These can be minor events, 
such as having to rearrange meetings when we find ourselves 
sitting in a traffic jam. Or they can be personal emergencies 
where there is the need to quickly rearrange our lives. Not 
long ago, the first author of this volume was involved in a 
minor emergency that illustrates the way that the web of social 
interaction is facilitated when using mobile telephony; it also 
shows how the mobile phone has become a taken-for-granted 
part of daily life: 

A woman fell on a stairway and hurt her leg when she was 
rushing to get her groceries into her apartment while her two
year-old son was asleep in the back seat of the car. As is the 
case in situations such as this, there were a whole series of 
issues that needed to be dealt with. Aside from a banged-up 
leg and the resulting shock, the woman was not otherwise 
hurt. To confirm this, however, she needed to go to the emer
gency room. In addition, her son needed to be cared for. Thus, 
there were a whole series of communications to be made. 

When lying on the stairs, before other assistance had even 
recognized that there was a minor emergency afoot, the 
woman had incidentally received a call from a friend who 
had rung for a chat. After being alerted to the situation, this 
friend was on her way to the apartment but was still a half an 
hour away. After this call I chanced by and was drawn into 
the situation. I helped her to a more comfortable position, 
she was able to call another family member to come and 
help with taking care of her son. This family member was en 
route to another location at the time but it was arranged that 
he could come and get the child, but it would take approx
imately an hour. A short-term babysitter was found - my 
daughter. In addition, another friend was alerted and he 
was able to meet the woman at the emergency room after 
he had retrieved his own child from day-care. Finally, a call 
was made to my wife in order to postpone my picking her up 
from a shopping trip. 

The importance and sequence of the mix of calls to differ
ent corners of the city in this situation brings us back to an 
observation by James Katz: "You're a problem for other people 
if you don't have a mobile phone" (Weiner, 2007). If one of 
the individuals involved in the incident of the woman falling 
on the stairs had not had their mobile phone, it would have 
resulted in a less efficient resolution of the situation. Clearly, 
the woman would have eventually been taken care of without 
the mobile phone. However, the device was a central link in 
the coordination of the various efforts. 

The interesting thing in all of this is the efficiency of the 
interaction. People were alerted and activities were put on 
"hold" through a series of calls that were routed directly to 
them. Had there been only a landline system, we would have 
had to rely on calling others who then would have to relay mes
sages to others while awaiting the arrival of people at a variety 
of destinations. Instead, those people who were expecting to 
be picked up could be notified that an urgent situation had 
arisen and that it was better to find an alternative. Underlying 
all of this was the assumption that each relevant person had a 
mobile phone and was accessible via that form of mediation. 
This assumption has become a part of the logic of a real-time 
form of coordination. Relying on this logic, the connections 
were made, the issues were coordinated in what approached 
real time, the woman was driven to the emergency room, her 
son was taken care of after a short interlude with a babysitter, 
and the groceries were put away by a good-willed friend. 

Not all our interactions are as dramatic as having to deal 
with an emergency situation. Both of the authors have found 
other indications of the arrival of a mobile logic in our inter
views with teenagers. For example, when asked about not 
having a phone, teens in Norway said the problem is more 
for the people trying to call you to sort out. If you want to 
place a call, it is easy to borrow a phone. Someone always has 
one. You can get word out. However, if someone needs to call 
you and you do not have a phone, then the caller has no way 



of completing his or her mission. We found a behavior to 
make up for this problem, among middle-class Indian teens 
- among whom ownership rates are climbing but not nearly 
as high as in Norway - which we called "approxi-calling." 
Approxi-calling is a strategy to reach someone who you know 
does not have a mobile of their own. The teens we spoke to 
tried to locate their phone-less friends probabilistically -
based on the time of day and a knowledge of their friends' 
habits and associates, they call the mobile they think is likely 
to be nearby- usually that of a mutual friend (Steenson & 
Donner, 2009). 

These glimpses of situations and strategies, whether 
mundane or urgent, point to the different social metabolism 
associated with the coordination of activities via mobile com
munication. Anthony Townsend introduced the notion of 
the real-time city where mobile communication facilitated, 
for example, the efficient dispatching of taxis through infor
mal interactions among the drivers themselves (Townsend, 
2000). The idea is that mobile communication has also 
become a system through which we work to control the 
tempo of our lives. Just as the city has grown with and been 
shaped by the automobile (Crawford, 1994; Dyckman, 1973; 
Grahm & Marvin, 1996; Hall, 1996; O'Connor & Maher, 
1982; Thorns, 1972), the mobile telephone is in the proc
ess of reforming the way we coordinate interactions. It ties 
groups of individuals together in a way that has not been pos
sible before. In addition, it is in the process of creating a logic 
of interaction based on personal accessibility. 

3·3 Are things going faster (or too fast)? 
There is a tension and a kind of Janus face to the technology 
(Arnold, 2003). On the one hand, the mobile phone is the 
child of the control revolution. Following the line of Beniger, 
it is a device that is being used to deal with the increased 
complexities associated with industrialization. It is a way to 
facilitate coordination since, to use Townsend's phrase, it 

allows for real-time interaction (2ooo). It is a way for us to 
somehow hold at bay the stresses associated with ever more 
voracious jobs and social exigencies. At the same time, it is a 
tool of those same impulses. It is a way that our bosses can get 
in touch with us at untoward hours. It is a disturbance when 
we want to simply relax and not think about all the incom
plete or pending assignments that await us. Hochschild 
describes this as the invasion of private time with work 
(2003) while Hylland Eriksen examines the general stressing 
of society (2001). There are both pressures and the release 
from pressure in the device. To say it is one or the other is to 
not recognize the whole picture. Just as in industrial produc
tion, many have suggested that there is also a greater speed 
of social interaction. 

As noted above, Chesley suggests that the mobile phone 
facilitates "work to family spillover" that plays out, particularly 
in the case of women, in terms of increased stress and lower 
family satisfaction (Chesley, 2005). Her results point to the 
Faustian dilemma. In the hope of gaining a type of control, we 
are adopting the tools that allow further speed-ups. 

At the same time, the dispatching of small tasks and dealing 
with different exigencies may also open up time. We might 
be able to deal with the small incidentals via the phone and 
thus clear up spaces that would otherwise have been cluttered 
with "the small stuff." A text message from our husband/ 
wife saying that we need milk can mean that we are able to 
save time and effort in what would otherwise be a second trip 
to the store. In addition, were we not to have a mobile tel
ephone available, we would be out of the loop vis-a-vis our 
social group, be it in the case of an informal gathering or of 
some emergency. 

Almost without realizing it, we have moved into real-time 
logic, where there is the expectation that everybody is reach
able. On the one hand, there is a sense that the tempo is 
increasing. However, there is also the notion of Beniger that 
the technology provides at least the hope of control. 



4 Four billion mobile phone users 

The first decade of the twenty-first century is yielding one of 
the greatest explosions in connectivity ever experienced. As 
we discussed in chapter 2, the end of 2008 saw the activation 
of the 4-billionth mobile phone subscription. After accounting 
for unused subscriptions, and for those among us who carry 
more than one SIM card or mobile phone, it is still the case that 
sometime very soon, perhaps by 2010, someone will become 
the 4-billionth mobile phone user. Of course, this 4-billionth 
user might live anywhere, in Los Angeles or Munich or in a 
suburb of Osaka, but it is more likely that he or she will live 
somewhere in the developing world. From the tiniest hamlets 
in the smallest countries to the crowded streets of the mega
cities of mega-nations of the developing world, the people of our 
planet are still lining up to buy mobile phones. These billions of 
new telephones on the planet have implications for individuals, 
for societies and for the human community as a whole. 

At the individual level, the people and families who pur
chased these handsets will have access to all the advantages 
and disadvantages of mediated communication; just like 
those lucky folks who have a landline, the new mobile-only 
users can call for an ambulance if someone is sick, check on 
the price of potatoes, call their mother, call a radio talk-show 
or just talk about the weather. Many of them will struggle to 
set up voice mail, some will screen their calls or tussle with 
their kids about how much to spend on telephone calls. Bad 
guys will plan bad things using their new telephones; good 
guys will plan good things, as well. The mobile is, first and 
foremost, another telephone handset, and another way to 
access the global telephone network. 

However, as the stories of Liang and Annette, and the other 
vignettes from chapter 3, illustrate, the new "mobile-only" 
users are going to be wrestling with all the same debates around 
mobile communication as their compatriots who are adding a 
second or third mobile to the landlines in their homes. When 

Liang gets a text message from his friends, they are expecting 
to reach him directly, not the hostel where he lives; Liang had 
to wrestle with individual addressability from the first day he 
had access to a telephone ofhis own. When Annette's custom
ers call her restaurant to order lunch, they might already be on 
their way, walking or riding a two-wheeler towards her shop. 
Her customers, who are likely to be mobile-phone-only users, 
have adapted to an "interlaced" day almost as soon as they pur
chased their handset. 

At the societal level, the sudden increase in affordability and 
accessibility of mediated communication brings more socie
ties closer to the promise of "universal access". The Maitland 
Commission Report in 1984 revealed that two-thirds of the 
world's population had no access to telephone services (see also 
Hills, 1990; Maitland, 1984, 13). More recently, Zainudeen et 
al. (2007) studied five countries in Asia- Pakistan, India, Sri 
Lanka, Philippines and Thailand - and found that, at least in 
the Asian context, something over 90 percent of their 8,689 
respondents had used a phone in the previous three months. 
Using one of the metrics often associated with the Maitland 
Report, Zainudeen et al. found only 5-10 percent of people 
in the different countries lived more than 6o minutes' walk 
away from the nearest phone, and in all cases 8o percent had 
access within a 5-minute walk. And these booms are not just 
in the developing world; in an analysis ofN orwegian teens, for 
example, in 1997, only a very small number of teens reported 
owning a mobile phone. For example, only 2.5 percent of 
13-year-olds, and 11.5 percent of 15-year-olds, said that they had 
their own mobile phone at that point. Two years later, in 1999, 
the number of 15-year-olds reporting that they had a mobile 
phone had risen to 68.5 percent, and, by 2005, it was liter
ally not possible to find 15-year-olds without a mobile phone.8 

Thus, within a decade, access to the device had gone from 
being a rarity reserved for only a small number of persons to 
being an omnipresent part of everyday life. The stark gap that 
the Maitland Commission described is easing. By now, 2008, 



we might comfortably assume that half the world has made a 
telephone call; indeed, it is possible that, by the end of the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, half the world, or at least 
half its families, will own a phone. 

Neither universal ownership nor even universal access will 
be achieved by the end of this decade. In terms of access, there 
will still be some remote villages, particularly in areas of low 
population density, where it will be economically unviable to 
maintain mobile phone towers. It is possible that some com
bination of regulatory interventions and donor or community 
support will find ways to provide coverage to these remote areas, 
but the problem itself is fragmented. There are still sparsely 
populated (but not unpopulated) pockets of the United States9 

and Australia10 with people living in them and no cell phone 
coverage - how could we expect to achieve 100 percent cover
age in similarly sparse or remote parts of varied landscapes like 
the deserts of Chad, the steppes of Mongolia or the rainforests 
of Brazil? But, on balance, the movement towards universal 
access is remarkably strong: by 2005, nearly 8o percent of the 
world's population already had access to a mobile phone signal 
outside their homes (World Bank Global ICT Department, 
2005). Thus, the mobile logic of the real-time social sphere is 
spreading. Just as with the automobile, there will likely not be 
universal access, but the technology is undeniably moving in 
and establishing itself. It is becoming domesticated. 

In terms of ownership, mobile telephones may continue to 
be outside the realm of affordability for those in the direst of 
circumstances. For the nearly 1 billion individuals living on a 
dollar a day or less (World Bank, 2007), the outlay for a $20 

handset, or even a couple of dollars a month for access and 
airtime charges for a SIM card to put in a shared phone, may 
be too much, given all the other pressing requirements for 
survival (Hammond, 2007). Despite second-hand phones, 
shared phones, shared SIM cards and a host of cost-saving 
strategies (Zainudeen et al., 2007), the ongoing cost of main
taining access to one's own may not always be worth it. But as 

telephones get less expensive and more plentiful, the propor
tion of people who cannot imagine owning a phone of their 
own may begin to approach zero. 

Thus, overall, the march continues towards more tele
phones, in the hands of more people, than ever before. These 
developments have implications for the world as a whole; there 
will still be countless ways in which the lives of the children of 
Mika (in Japan) and Annette (in Rwanda) will differ, but using 
a telephone will probably not be one of them. Does this make 
it a "smaller world?" In one sense, clearly yes, as more and 
more families which comprise the world's diasporas will use 
mobiles as Amihan and her daughter do, to stay in touch across 
great distances. However, it is not the case that Mika's kids 
and Annette's kids will be any more likely to speak than Mika 
and Annette were, prior to their mobile purchases. The world 
will still be big, and, as we described above, most calls will be 
local, or to close associates, or both. Nevertheless, thanks to 
globalization, Mika's and Annette's children are linked eco
nomically, culturally and environmentally, more than ever 
before. Economically, the rapidly increasing penetrations of 
mediated communication in the developing world will play a 
part in improving the productivity ofbusinesses, governments 
and institutions (Waverman et al., 2005), creating prosper
ity and deepening participation in the world's networks of 
exchange and production (Castells, 1996). 

Even if the world remains short of truly universal access, 
the mobile seems to be more intertwined with our identities 
as human beings. In 1954, Harold Osborn suggested that, at 
birth, people would soon be given a number that eventually 
would be their phone number. In an era that clearly pre-dated 
caller ID, and in an era which assumed that we gladly accepted 
any call that came our way, he noted morbidly that if some
one tried to call you and you did not answer, they would know 
you were dead (Ling, 2004). The idea that there would be uni
versal coverage via mobile communication was an engineer's 
dream associated with the development of the transistor. In 



an interesting echo of Osborn's notion of personal ID qua 
ephone number, Araba Sey has described how people in Ghana 
often write their mobile phone numbers on the entry to their 
homes as a type of address (Sey, 2007). If they are not home, . 
the frustrated visitor knows how to get in touch. The same con~ 
cept was taken to a humorous extreme in a recent advertising 
campaign for a mobile operator in India. In the advertisements, 
a famous Bollywood celebrity was portrayed as the wise leader . 
of a village rife with community tension. His idea was to replace · • 
everyone's names (loaded as they are with markers of social 
status and affiliations) with their mobile numbers; happiness · 
and peace ensues.H It has been a responsibility and privilege 
of the state in the modem era to assign and maintain records 
and markers of human identities, birth certificates, last names, 
addresses, and so on (Scott, 1998). It is remarkable to see how 
these are augmented by, and in some cases replaced by, the 
power of a single string of digits, issued by a mobile company, 
and carried with us for life. And it is not surprising that many 
consumers assume that this identity is theirs, and should be 
"portable" (transferrable from one carrier to another) even 
though the numbers are assigned and maintained by the carri· 
ers (Sang-Woo, Kim & Myeong-Cheol, 2004). 

5 Mobile convergence: is the mobile phone a 
Swiss Army knife? 

As we near the close of this volume, it should be clear that we 
have spent the bulk of our analysis on two large themes of 
basic mediatedfmobile communication: the stunning rise in 
the access to telephony around the world, and the possibili· 
ties for new forms of social ties, organizations and behaviors 
brought about by individual addressability and the interlacing 
of individual activities. Far from drawing on the "Swiss Army 
knife" do-it-all handsets and 3G networks underpinning "con
vergence culture" (Jenkins, 2006), the examples we have used 
to illustrate these themes have focused primarily on voice and 

simple text messaging. This is not to say that mobiles are not 
already being integrated into the realm of converged media and 
portable computing. Hundreds of millions of people share con
tent, ringtones and pictures across phones. A billion or more 
mobile cameras capture life's trivialities, joys and tragedies. 
With every passing day, smarter, more powerful handsets and 
networks let us do more with our time: listen to music, play 
games, shoot photos and video, gather important financial and 
health information, organize our day, check e-mail, and more 
easily access the internet and theW orld Wide Web. Yet for every 
celebrity scandal captured on a mobile video camera, there are 
literally millions of calls to coordinate picking up the kids or 
simple "how are you?" text messages. For every Alberto check
ing e-mail on the go and every Stan checking Facebook mobile, 
there are Amihans and Mettes and Rohits who basically use the 
mobile as a phone. To lose track of this fact is to lose track of the 
social impact of the mobile phone so far. It is remarkable, in a 
way, how mobile use often remains so mundane. 

So, we've focused, through vignettes and examples, on the 
everyday, perhaps to the relative exclusion of an exploration 
of the role mobiles will play in the emerging convergence cul
ture (Jenkins, 2oo6), or the impact super-networked, mobile 
media will play in the next decade and beyond (Goggin, 2oo6). 
We know, however, that these changes are both inevitable and 
unpredictable. Regional differences will emerge and cross
pollinate, from QQ's mobile instant messenger application in 
China to Facebook's IM application in the USA. New stresses 
will emerge as users negotiate how to integrate ever-more
powerful mobile devices into their lives. But the question 
of whether the mobile internet will reach a majority of the 
world's mobile users, beyond those billion or so who use the 
traditional internet, remains open. Even if the voice gap dis
appears, a data gap may remain. 

At this time, our focus on the way the mobile has been 
adopted, domesticated and appropriated as a phone by billions 
of users can help sensitize us to the questions that lie ahead. 



At the risk of setting up too stark a dichotomy, we could 
that our analysis of the pattern of voice calls has illustrated 
that, while mobile communication can certainly be used to 
convey critical information (on crop prices, on health care, 
about emergencies, about transit delays, etc.), to reduce the 
technology's utility to the transmission of information is to 
overlook its role in connecting loved ones, expressing iden
tities and entertaining individuals. (Again, we are re-visiting . 
arguments made by Fischer [1992], about landlines.) As more ' 
mobiles become better conduits for non-voice data, whether 
via the mobile internet, or video or even the humble SMS, the . 
same dichotomies will persist; these new data channels will 
convey and process valuable information and will enable self. 
expression, social connection and entertainment, as well as 
various forms of mischief, in new and unanticipated ways. 

While it is tempting to view the arrival of a universally 
adopted, low-cost means to access the internet as revolu
tionary, the perspectives offered in this book might allow us 
to interpret this arrival in more evolutionary terms. The two 
primary lenses we have established (that mobiles extend con
nectivity and connection to the previously unconnected, and 
that mobiles complicate time and space norms, enable interlac
ing and individual addressability), may go a long way towards 
predicting how mobile data use becomes a part of everyday 
life, relative to conventional voice telecommunications and to 
PC-based internet access. 

6 Conclusion 

Moving from the situation described by the Maitland Report, 
where the preponderance of people in the world did not have 
access to telephony, there has been an extensive transition. 
The technology for mobile communication has matured. At 
the time of the Maitland Report, mobile phones were barely 
out of the laboratories and they were ponderous, heavy and 
cumbersome. They were often owned only by people who were 

excessively rich.12 Conditions have changed quickly; a virtuous 
cycle of innovation, investment and a broader customer base 
has brought handset prices down. Similar progress on the net
work side, plus competitive markets and innovations in billing 
like the prepay plan, have lowered tariffs and extended access 
to an ever higher proportion of the world's population. The 
effect of these lower prices has been an explosion in adoption 
that has surpassed even the most bullish of early predictions. 
In developed countries, a basic mobile phone is easily accessi
ble for the majority of people. In developing countries, while it 
is not the first thing that an impoverished person uses money 
for (Krishna, 2004), it is something that is within reach of 
many people. The early chapters of this book described the two 
great transformations in telecommunications brought about 
by mobiles: in the developing world, mobiles have brought 
the telecommunications network within the reach of hun
dreds of millions, perhaps billions, of people; in the developed 
world, mobiles are achieving near-ubiquity, with some socie
ties having far more mobile subscriptions than people. As a 
result, people are simply easier to reach than in the days of 
desk phones and phone booths. 

What is the effect of this on society? The latter chapters of 
the book have outlined two of the primary effects of these tran
sitions: the extension of the reach of connectivity across the 
planet, and the intensification of the reachability ofindividuals 
- as opposed to places. A higher proportion of the world's pop
ulation is engaging in a finer-grained interlacing of activities 
than was previously possible. We are micro-coordinating and 
we are flirtingfgossipingjjoking with our near friends and our 
families. We are organizing pick-ups for our children and we 
are finding the prices of commodities in what approximates a 
real time. Lovers are coordinating their tete-a-tetes, buddies are 
organizing their card games, teens are organizing their parties 
and thieves are organizing their nocturnal activities. The inter
lacing of these interactions and the social dealings that are a 
part of them are resulting in tighter social bonds (for both good 



and ill). We are coming to rely on mobile communication and, 
indeed, are developing a mobile logic, which restructures the 
way we deal with the exigencies of everyday life. While "clock 
time" is still an essential basis for coordination, mobile com
munication is softening our schedules and allowing us to work 
out the best time and place to meet with our friends and family, 
or to find work and pursue our livelihoods. 

The effects of the mobile phone are being felt around the 
globe. The teen in LA, the soccer mom in Oslo, the retirees in 
Chile, the restaurant owner in Rwanda and the migrant worker 
in China all own one. The rise of cheap handsets, inexpensive 
subscriptions and innovative forms of use will fan the further 
diffusion of mobile communication. It has established a logic 
of use that is difficult to ignore. It can be disruptive. It can jigger 
the way power is exercised and it can facilitate unwanted dis
ruptions in our lives. It can stress us out and it can also save the 
day. Despite the debates and the tensions it creates, most of us 
crave it- either a first one or a new one. Indeed, most of us can 
no longer imagine life without it; this very unimaginability is 
the best indication of its impact on our lives, and the best indi
cation that it has already proved to be a revolutionary device. 

Notes 

I INTRODUCTION: THE QUARTER-CENTURY 

BEYOND THE MAITLAND COMMISSION REPORT 

r In this book we use the terms "mobile telephony," "mobile 
telephone," etc., to refer to what people in North America call 
"cellular telephony" or "cell phones." 

2 SI~ cards a:e the tiny, removable "Subscriber Identity Modules" 
which con tam the account information for users on the GSM 
mobile networks. They can be swapped from handset to handset 

3 This telephone survey included r,ooo randomly selected person~ 
aged 13 _or older. It was carried out in June 2oo6 by Telenor. 

4 Approximately 8o percent of ro-year-old children also had a 
mobile telephone. 

5 Te~ephone _ladies run small businesses in the developing world, 
usmg mobile phones like payphones for their communities 
(Aminuzzaman eta!., 2003). They receive a "micro-loan" from, 
for ex~mple, the Grameen Bank. With that money, they buy 
a mobile phone and, if necessary, a solar battery recharger or 
extended-range antenna. The telephone ladies use the receipts 
from these calls to pay off their loan and the rest becomes a 
contribution to the household economy. Umbrella ladies do 
something similar, but without the formal franchise affiliations 
and micro-loans. Of course, men run these businesses as well 
but it is the ladies who have entered the popular lore and lexic~n. 

2 SHORT HISTORY OF MOBILE COMMUNICATION 

1 With the rise of internet telephony and indeed mobile internet 
telep_hony, it is not just the networks of the telecom operators that 
mediate our conversations and our text messages. 

2 The number of radio cells needed to cover a particular area 
depends on its physical topography - areas affording line of sight 
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are easier to cover than rolling terrain - the presence or absence 
of barriers such as reinforced concrete and the characteristics 
of the mobile handset and its antenna. A typical cell might be 
r kilometer from side to side. In some cases, it might be smaller 
and in areas with little use it might be larger. 

3 Which is in turn based on telegraphy (Standage, 1998). 
4 The exchange allows the critical function of routing calls from 

and to any telephone in the system (Cherry, 1977) 
5 The first use by police came in Detroit in 192r. In this case it only 

included one-way communication. Upon receiving a message, the 
officer would have to stop his car to find a telephone in order to 
call back into headquarters (Agar, 2003). 

6 A central part of the system was the development of sophisticated 
protocols for sharing radio frequencies. 

7 For example, the auctioning of the 7ooMHz range given up by 
television broadcasters in favor of digital transmission could 
raise as much as $r5 billion for the federal treasury of the US 
government. 

8 Almost as if to underscore the interest in mobile communication, 
the r98os saw the rise of Citizens' Band radio. This wasjis a form 
of broadcast radio that does not afford the privacy of telephony. In 
addition, there was an avid interest in paging systems that lasted 
until the early 1990s when it was replaced by enthusiasm for 
mobile communication. The use of these technologies illustrates 
the interest in mobile communication at the time (Goggin, 
2006). 

9 In June 2007 there were 2 billion GSM users and a total of 
2.29 billion mobile telephone users of all types. Thus about 
87 percent of all mobile phones are variations of the GSM 
standard. More correctly this should be referred to as the GSM 
group of technologies, which includes, among others, the 
following family of technologies, in order of increasing mobile 
band width: Global System for Mobile Communications (GSM), 
General Packet Radio Service (GPRS), Enhanced Data rates for 
GSM Evolution (EDGE), Universal Mobile Telecommunications 
System (UMTS) and High-Speed Downlink Packet 
Access (HSDPA). 

ro In addition to the iPhone, the Japanese operator KDDI has a 
system called EZweb, and J-Phone has a system called J-Sky. 

u Or, more correctly, mobile terminals. 
r2 Ironically, the development of more advanced handsets that 

include, for example, WiFi, Bluetooth and Global Positioning, 

color displays, flash devices for their cameras, etc., cuts in the 
opposite direction. 

r3 A SIM is a small chip attached to a piece of plastic. The whole 
card is slightly larger than a grown person's thumbnail. In GSM 
telephones, the SIM card is inserted into the mobile phone. It 
is where the "subscription" resides. Thus, rather than buying 
a handset from the operator, GSM allows the user to buy the 
subscription separately from the actual handset. Thus, the user 
can change telephones by simply removing the SIM card and 
placing it into another telephone handset. 

I4 See www.janchipchase.comjblogjmt-search.cgi?tag=used&blog_ 
id=I. 

r5 There are also examples of prepayment for other utilities such as 
electricity and gas. Prepaid mobile telephony was first trialed in 
Mexico in 1992. Somewhat later it was adopted in Portugal and 
Italy, and since has become the most common form of mobile 
subscription (Kalba, 2oo8, 642). 

r6 An exception is when the person receiving the call is "roaming" 
outside the coverage area of their national operator. In that case, 
the person making the call pays the normal price for the call, but 
the person receiving the call pays for the delivery of the call from 
the home country to the country where they are. 

17 There are other dimensions of calling in the USA that 
ameliorate the cost of use. Among other things, there are 
no long-distance fees with mobile phone use. Given the size 
of the USA and the mobility of people, this can represent a 
considerable saving. In addition, there is often free calling 
in the evening and at weekends, and there is calling within 
"family plans" that often does not count against the minutes in 
a calling plan. Finally, unused "minutes" from one month can 
be "rolled over" to the next month. (Thanks to Leysia Palen for 
this information.) 

r8 In some cases, as with the iPhone, the operators also agree that 
they will pay the handset producers a portion of the revenue that 
the handset generates. 

3 MOBILE COMMUNICATION IN EVERYDAY LIFE: 

3 BILLION NEW TELEPHONES 

r Intentional missed calls are known by many names: "beeps," 
"flashes," "pranks," llamadas perdidas, etc. The goal of a missed 



call is to ring a person's mobile once, thus leaving their number 
via the caller ID system, and hang up before the call is complete; 
a message is conveyed without either party paying for an SMS 
or voice call. Generally, if the receiver of the beep recognizes 
the number of the person who is beeping her, or if the receiver 
has programmed the number of the beeper in her mobile's 
address book, then the identity of the beeper is clear. It follows 
that a 'beep' can mean a wide variety of things, depending 
on the relationship between the receiver and the beeper, and 
the context of the moment. Most beeps mean "call me back." 
Others convey a pre-negotiated message, like "pick me up now," 
or, in Annette's case, "lunch is ready." Still others just mean 
"I miss you" or 'Tm thinking of you." The practice of missed 
calls predates mobile phones, but it has exploded in popularity, 
particularly in the developing world where a combination of 
factors (calling-party-pays plans, reliance on prepaid airtime, and 
resource-constrained users) makes it attractive. Some estimates 
suggest that missed calls may account for 20 to 30 percent of 
all initiated calls on some networks in Africa and South Asia 
(Donner, 2007). 

2 Readers are encouraged to refer to a collection of papers 
in The Social Impact of the Telephone on this topic (de Sola 
Pool, I977)· 

4 MOBILE COMMUNICATION IN EVERYDAY LIFE: 

NEW CHOICES, NEW CHALLENGES 

I Interestingly, the males in the survey had also adopted this ruse. 
Their motivation, however, was to avoid talking to persons with 
whom they did not want to speak. 

2 Bob Brotchie, a paramedic in the UK, suggested the system. It is 
now a standard type of entry for many mobile phone users. 

3 www.textually.orgftextuallyfarchivesf2007/IO/OI7735·htm. 
4 www.iht.comjarticles f 2008 f 02 j 20 /technology jwireless2r. php. 
5 This has been the case with many types of technologies, ranging 

from automobiles to TVs to landline telephones to iPods. 
6 This type of cycling between handsets is facilitated by the 

GSM SIM. 
7 Even under the same roof, kids can be in their own place using 

their own telephone line (Pertierra, 2oo6; Pertierra, Ugarte, 
Pingol, Hernandez, & Dacanay, 2002). 

5 DEBATES SURROUNDING MOBILE 

COMMUNICATION 

I There are those who suggest that in fact his wife did not call and 
that the whole episode was staged so as to capture the attention of 
the press and also to humanize Giuliani (Dobbs, 2007). 

2 www.textually.orgjtextuallyjarchivesj2oo6jo6joi2544·htm. 
3 This point of behavior has changed. Writing in the late I950S, 

Coffman described the need to protect telephone conversations 
from being heard by others (I959, I86). 

4 Writing before the rise of mobile telephony, Coffman described 
the "unboothed street phone" as presenting special social forms 
of interaction (I98I, 86). 

5 According to Rafael (2003), the protests against Estrada were 
more intense among the middle class than among the poorer 
sectors of the population. Once assembled, the protesters were 
moved - both physically and emotionally - with the more 
traditional tools of protest such as speeches, etc. 

6 news.bbc.co.ukjijhijworldjasia-pacificJ702I402.stm. 
7 It was reported that, during the visit of President George W. 

Bush, Australian authorities jammed phones in the areas he was 
visiting (McPhedran, 2007). 

8 www. trapster.comjrljTrapster. php. 
9 www.nyscba.comjdrunkstoppers.html. 

IO www.cbsnews.comjstoriesj 2007 f Oij o2jiraqjmain2 3203I3.shtrnl. 
rr It has been suggested that there is a 90:9:I ratio oflurkers : 

occasional contributors :active users (Nielsen, 2oo6). Only 
a few users actively feed information into the system and the 
vast majority of users follow along in either some type of active 
lurking or bemused disengagement. On more popular sites the 
ratio can be even more skewed, to the degree that only a small per 
mille of users are also contributors. Thus, it is possible to ask if 
this is a type of "broadcasting" in that a small core of individuals 
produces content for the consumption of another broad group. 

I2 The survey, carried out by Telenor, was conducted in the spring 
of I999 and included I,oo6 people aged I3 to 20 years. 

I3 The material reported here is based on an online study, and thus 
it is difficult to generalize the results. The sample was recruited 
from a web site of a particular rock musician and, thus, while 
the analysis and research were carried out in the USA, the 
respondents could potentially come from anywhere on the globe. 
These percentages are generally the same levels as reported in 



Norway by Tikkanen and Junge (2004). Another version of this 
phenomenon is so-called "happy slapping," in which a victim is 
attacked while others video the act and broadcast it (Brough & 
Sills, 2006). Thankfully, this appears to be more of a fad than 
a trend. 

I4 This analysis was based on survey data gathered from a random 
selection of n-928 teens in Norwegian Statistical Research's 
study "Ung i Norge" (Young in Norway) collected in February 
of2002. 

15 www.earthtimes.orgjarticlesjshowj8o873·htrnl. 
16 www.nytimes.comj2oo8Jo3fo4fworldjasiafo4briefs-cell.htrnl?__r 

=I&scp=2&sq=taliban&st=nyt&oref=slogin. 
17 Taliban threatens Afghan cellphone companies. www.nytimes. 

comj 2oo8 f 02 f 26 jworldj asia/ 2 6afghan.htrnl?ref=todayspaper. 
18 North Korea to allow mobile phones in Pyongyang. 

http: f f english.donga.comj srv f service. php3 ?bicode=o6oooo 
&biid=2oo8o21912358. Cuba lifts mobile phone restrictions. 
www.guardian.co.ukjworldj2oo8jmarj28jcuba?gusrc=rss&feed 
=networkfront. 

6 CONCLUSION: INDIVIDUAL ADDRESSABILITY, 

INTERLACING AND THE SPILLOVER OF THE 

CONTROL REVOLUTION 

I This is not a universal truth. In many cases, the mobile telephone 
is considered a personal device. In other situations, such as in 
the developing world, it is more like a traditional house telephone 
where it is the property of a household or a collection of people. 

2 The mobile telephone as a device with shared ownership can 
sometimes characterize an earlier phase in the adoption process. 
In Norway, for example, in 1999, 22.6 percent of the respondents 
in a nationally representative sample indicated that they shared 
a mobile phone with others in their household. At that time, 58 
percent of the respondents reported that they personally owned 
their own device (n = 1,898). In 2006, 93·7 percent reported 
personally owing a device and only 3·9 percent reported that they 
shared one (n = 1,833) (Vaage, 2006). 

3 It can also allow others to wedge their phone calls into time slots 
where we are already occupied- as discussed above. Thus we 
need to sometimes be quick on our feet in order to not unduly 
disturb the co-present situation. Thus, while there is an efficiency 

associated with the ability to interlace interactions, it can also 
result in various types of disruption. 

4 The internet has become a medium through which much 
commerce is carried out. It is also the locus of many forms of 
social interaction, some more absurd than others. There are 
social networking sites, instant message applications, e-mail. 
There are locations used to search for old high-school friends, 
archives of video material that range from footage of Roosevelt, 
Churchill and Stalin at Yalta, to interviews with Jack Kerouac 
and Allen Ginsberg, to sophomoric dorm-room productions and 
a wealth of other material that has little direct connection to the 
control of production processes. 

5 An interesting contrast here is that intentional missed calls 
are somewhat one-dimensional in this respect. Where iterative 
planning progressively works out an agreement, missed calls 
assume that both partners have already agreed on the meaning of 
the missed call and there is no need for it to be expanded upon. 
That is, there is no need for iterations in the interaction. (They 
can have a more expressive side when, for example, the enamored 
lover sends 50 missed calls to the object ofhisjher desires 
[Geirbo et al., 2007]). In this way, there is the direct addressability 
and there is the interlacing into the flow of daily life. However, 
there is not the burst of interactions. An underlying message 
is that iterative planning is a luxury of those operating without 
economic constraints. 

6 It is clear that the mobile phone has many other features. It can 
be a camera, a device for listening to music, a calendar and a 
Dictaphone. In addition, it is possible to configure the mobile 
phone to include functions such as banking transactions, 
blogging, watching TV, connecting a PC to the net, location-based 
services, video telephony, IM, gaming, social networking, reading 
e-mail, etc. While there is a wide functionality associated with the 
mobile phone, at its core it is still a communications terminal 
that we use in order to talk (or text) with others. 

7 It is instructive to place the use of the mobile phone in the 
Tennies Gemeinschaft-Gesellschaft continuum (Tonnies, 
1963). He describes the general drift in society as going from 
Gemeinschaft- that is, association based on shared belief, shared 
place or shared kinship - towards Gesellschaft, where individual 
self-interest is a more central driving force. On the one hand, 
mobile communication can be seen as a part of the general drift 
from Gemeinschaft towards Gesellschaft. Mobile communication 



is a part of the general modernization of society and it arises 
from technical drift in society. In this phase of its use, it helps 
with improved efficiency and plays into economic development 
It supports an increased connectivity to (and coordination with) 
international economic activity. However, it is also possible to 
say that it is a part of a re-emphasis on the Gemeinschaft. We 
are largely calling the core members of our intimate sphere and 
we are engaged in the Goffmanian everyday rituals that help to 
support social cohesion in these small intimate circles (Ling, 
2008). We are engaged in interaction with our best friends and 
our family. We are creating proto-villages against the backdrop of . 
industrialized society. 

8 These statistics come from a series of surveys carried out by 
Telenor and organized by the first author. They all involve 
random samples of approximately 1,ooo people in Norway aged 
13 years and older. The surveys were carried out via telephone. 

9 www.news.comfCell-phone-coverage-holes-hurt-public
safety f 2100-1039-3-6143866.html. 

10 www.abc.net.aufnewsfstories /2008/03/ o6 /2181800. 
htm?site=riverina. 

n http:/ feconomictimes.indiatimes.comfNewsfNews_By_Industry/ 
Services/ Advertising!Junior_Bs_new _Idea_ TV _ad_gets_ 
politicaLcolour jrssarticleshow I 2437936.cms. 

12 An encapsulation of this is seen in the movie Wall Street when 
the rich and ruthless financier Gordon Gekko uses an early 
mobile phone to call his protege Bud Fox. 
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