	Chantal de Gournay 
	Space Bind and the Social 

	& Zbigniew Smoreda
	Shaping of Communication 

	
	in Five Urban Areas


[France Télécom R&D]
Introduction

In this paper we present some of the findings of our research on a topology of localized uses of telecommunications, in relation to space and housing
. Three scales of human interactions are considered: the home, the neighbourhood and the town. Our aim was to identify the role of culture in the use of space and in the delimitation of personal territory in relation to the community and/or family sphere.

The cultural aspects considered here are twofold: material (how the range of objects/tools is spread and combined in the domestic sphere and between individuals) and relational (the codes, roles and conventions that govern interactions among people and things in each society). Along with the cultural differences observed in this study, the weight of gendered practices in the organization of daily life and in the use of communication tools has been witnessed in all the contexts studied. Yet while the configuration of uses has been shown everywhere to be based on gender and generational divides, more subtle differences between countries are shown to depend on women’s status. By contrast, behaviour among the youth tends to be similar in all the industrialized countries studied

In relation to the “local and global” theme addressed at the Budapest conference, we focused our analysis on two tools concerned by this spatial bipolarity: the cell phone, of which the destination is clearly local (since it serves primarily for contact between close friends, family or colleagues who frequent the same places), and the computer with Internet access, used to maintain distant bonds on a global scale.

From rooted culture to the culture of the uprooted: the role of the computer and Internet
The main focus of our study is Japan, due to its singularity as regards both space and culture. Despite its population density, the metropolitan area of Tokyo is characterized by greater cultural homogeneity than the other more 'multicultural' cities studied, which all have large immigrant communities. In Japan we are therefore closer to the sources of tradition and cultural identity, as the 'natives' of an isolated village somewhere in the West would be, due to the absence of exogenous identities.

The multicultural characteristic of the other cities studied is a determining factor in the use of the computer with Internet access because immigrant communities maintain their bonds with their home communities in this way. This use has been accentuated by high-speed Internet, instant messaging and the possibility of downloading films or music in their original language to compensate for the immigrants' assimilation with the host country's culture. Hence, the global/local duality is reversed: previously the closure of the local space was the best guarantee of preserving a community culture; today it is the global dimension of distance connection that compensates for the loss of the original culture.

None of these uses of high-speed Internet for international contact were identified in the Japanese sample. In that country use was determined from the outset by a close-knit local community environment, without family or community ties abroad. Preference for mobile tools confirms this geographic anchorage and is reflected, in particular, in the technological development model opted for, consisting in transferring the IP protocol – initially associated with the landline and the PC – onto the mobile: first I-mode (email via mobile, while the rest of the world was using SMS) then sha-mail (image-mail).

By contrast, in a town as small as Saint Denis de La Réunion, with its mixture of communities and religions, Internet connections with foreign countries are more widespread in domestic use. They are combined with intense use of the mobile phone in local situations.

The spatial anchorage of practices in La Réunion is further reinforced by the delimitation of neighbourhoods along ethnic and religious lines. People live close to an extended family clan and, in the case of the Chinese and Indian Muslims, work and socialize in the same close area, the city centre. Accordingly, their extensive use of the mobile is more clearly dissociated from the need to move about, unlike Tokyo where it is correlated with the frequency and distance of trips within the city (the same applies to Sao Paolo).

Main peculiarities of the Japanese case
As regards gender differences, the singularity of the Japanese sample is striking. It differs from all the other countries where some common habits exist (e.g. women's condition at home or in the working environment is comparable in Poland and France and in La Reunion and Brazil). This singularity stems above all from the paradoxical nature of women's behaviours observed in the Japanese sample: a traditional or conventional family role is combined with a keen interest in technical devices and competency in their use. In particular, Japanese women tend to use mobile email whereas in other countries women prefer voice mode rather than SMS.
The four main points on which the ten Japanese households can be distinguished from the other 48 in the study are:

a) a mode of communication based more on the exchange of mobile texts between adults and especially women, in circumstances where the other samples of adults prefer voice on mobile (as an alternative to SMS) or computer e-mail (when they choose to write)
. The transmission of written messages or drawings seems not to concern mobile technology since all the Japanese households observed have a fax;

b) a domestic arrangement aimed at gathering people and tools together in a common space, whereas the rest of the sample tends to specialize the use of space in relation to each family member's centres of interest and activities – in particular teenagers' autonomy and the parents' intimacy, symbolically inscribed in the separation of bedrooms (except in Warsaw where the lack of space leaves no choice);

c) close relations with the immediate neighbourhood (see the following section);

d) a more trusting relationship with the world outside the home, whereas people in the other large cities are keenly aware of insecurity (e.g. in Sao Paolo) and therefore give their children mobile phones. This Japanese trust translates into a spontaneous availability of such personal data as e-mail addresses and mobile phone numbers. Teachers' home or mobile number is known and available to pupils and parents, and employees are asked to add their personal mobile number to a list for their colleagues' use. The opposite is true in France and Brazil where people protect their privacy, in a quasi-'paranoiac' perspective of the outside world.
Social distance and physical distance: relations with close and distant neighbours

Japan is a case apart when it comes to communication with immediate neighbours (i.e. in the same building or group of houses, or on the same islet). Most communication with neighbours, essentially between women and mothers at home, is via the mobile phone and is mainly in the form of text messages rather than voice communication.
 In the other countries studied, when relations do exist between neighbours (which is not always the case), they are maintained through face-to-face encounters in the street, outside the children's school or in the shared areas of the building. Exceptionally, the home phone is used to convey messages. Cell phone numbers are rarely exchanged with neighbours; their use is limited to close friends and family.

The configuration of relations with neighbours differs widely, depending on the country observed. They can be classified by degree, from the closest most supportive relationships to the most distant or conflictual. St.Denis de la Réunion, where neighbours are generally relatives or members of the same ethnic and religious community, ranks first. Often a child simply has to cross the landing to watch a DVD at his/her grandparents home. Second in line is Tokyo where, despite family dispersion characteristic of all large cities, neighbourhood relations thrive because they are based on civil obligations rather than personal affinities. In Paris and surrounding areas neighbourhood relations remain alive and cordial but are not a feature of immediate spatial proximity. They are mediated by a common place or activity in the same neighbourhood, from which immediate neighbours are often excluded: the children's school, the market, a sports or cultural activity. Finally, in Sao Paolo relations with neighbours are marked by indifference, even mistrust, probably due to the climate of insecurity reigning everywhere outside the home.

In Tokyo life in the same building requires greater interdependence even when those concerned (owners and tenants) have no affinities. This is because the general maintenance of shared parts of the building is not delegated to outside companies or individuals (agents, caretaker, etc.), especially as regards the collection and cleaning of rubbish bins which all the households (generally the housewife) take turns to do (per week). These obligations create a form of de facto solidarity and respect for social codes, without which life in the same building would soon be poisoned by mutual resentment.

In Japan, as in Korea, large housing estates and modern blocks of flats are seen as a desirable model to which the middle classes aspire
. Access to housing is more "democratic" than in Paris since in these two countries, which are similar in many respects, the allocation of council housing or company housing (in the case of large public-sector companies) is based on the drawing of lots.

In addition to this mode of allocation, the duration of occupation is limited according to the family's life cycle. Certain buildings are intended for single people, others for households up to the age of 40, and so on, so that successive moves related to changes in the family configuration are entirely predictable. There is a form of "positive discrimination" by age, similar to the ghetto phenomenon but without its pejorative sense, in which neighbours are bound by common interests and concerns typical of an age-group and related lifestyle. This is in sharp contrast with the climate of conflict prevailing in Parisian buildings when the festive habits of the younger generations disturb their elders' need for rest. What we have is thus a community-based phenomenon structured through membership of the same age-group.

Individualization of practices: the Japanese exception

The inside of modern Japanese homes is characterized by one invariable configuration, irrespective of the family's attachment to tradition: family life centres around a central unit composed of the kitchen-cum-living room (American-kitchen style), called a "dining-kitchin". The Western design of the "dining-kitchin", especially the high table, is compensated for by a low table in the adjacent lounge around which guests kneel.

This central unit forms the "fixed" frame of the home; everything else is fluid. Bodies move about, furniture changes place, e.g. the low table around which guests are received, or the beds that disappear in the day simply by putting the duvets on the futons away in a cupboard. 
Hence, the arrangement of equipment in a Japanese home seems to correspond essentially to the wish to concentrate the most frequently used mediums in a compact area. On a piece of furniture accessible from the "dining-kitchin" it is not unusual to see fixed and cordless phones, along with the cell phone, the fax or another terminal not found elsewhere, the "Lmode" similar to a Minitel in that it allows the exchange of email via a fixed phone terminal, without having to switch on a computer. This explains why Japanese families use computers less than mobile and fixed phones for interpersonal communication.

From this point of view one can hardly imagine rooms devoted to particular functions, people or equipment. The spatial organization is centripetal; no space is exclusively reserved for a purpose or a person. By contrast, the multi-equipment in French homes corresponds to the family's centrifugal tendency. The mobile phone enables members to isolate themselves from the group in the family room or another shared space where a fixed phone is generally kept. Everyone goes into their room to have private conversations.

Surprisingly, private use of the fax is frequent and attests to the fact that Japanese "modernity" does not necessarily cause more "craft-like" practices to disappear. For instance, in Tokyo where the absence of street names makes it difficult to locate an address, people fax one another hand-drawn maps. Moreover, coordination of trips in the city is a necessity that explains the exceptional upsurge of mobile phone use. The arrival time of busses and trains can thus be checked in real time.

Primacy of writing and discreet communication: altruistic norm or domestic courtesy?

In Japan text messaging by phone is more widespread than in other places, at least among adults and especially women. This preference for writing has often been ascribed to the Japanese taste for discretion in the presence of other people in public places. The notion of discretion needs to be analysed in more detail, however, since its motives are multiple. It reveals both a difficulty in communicating and control in other respects. The difficulty stems from the problematical management of face-to-face interaction, due to politeness. The Japanese are inhibited in their relations with others (apart from members of their family). They find it virtually impossible to indicate, over the phone, that the caller is disturbing them or that they are in a hurry, unless the call is for advertising purposes.

This explains why e-mail on mobile phone is used as much in the home as in public. It is the main vehicle of partial substitution of the landline phone by the cell phone. In other words, voice over mobile per se does not rival fixed telephony (unlike the French context where substitution is often contingent on rates) since use of the mobile at home is primarily intended to avoid immediate interpersonal contact. For instance, a woman is likely to first send a mobile email to her correspondent to request a telephone conversation at a convenient time, to ensure that she does not disturb her (e.g. by phoning while she is feeding or bathing her baby).

As regards "discreet communication", our view of Japan often results in a misinterpretation. We identify Japanese discretion in terms of our own codes, e.g. the concern not to disturb partners co-present in public situations with a distant conversation likely either to exclude them or to disturb them because of the sound or else to involve them against their will by causing them to overhear a private conversation. In the Japanese context propriety is directed not at the people who are co-present but at the telephone correspondent. The email on mobile is used to request permission to enter into contact with the other person – without implying reciprocity – and possibly to continue the interaction in the same mode – or another – when the correspondent has answered.

When one is less concerned with "what others – as an anonymous social body – think and say" than with the reaction of one's close community of friends and family or other identified interlocutors, discretion applies as much to the domestic sphere as to the public arena. Courtesy and consideration in "familiar" interactions are governed by rules of proximity peculiar to the Japanese lifestyle, where individuals seldom isolate themselves from the group. In these circumstances use of written communication serves to avoid disturbing the other people in one's own home as much as those in one's interlocutor's home. The following extract is drawn from an exchange of messages between two neighbours on maternity leave:

A : "My child's fallen asleep at last"

B : "Mine not yet. He had a nap at five o'clock so he won't fall asleep right now"

A : "So, good luck!".
Or:

"We're going down to the park, are you coming along?" 

In general these mothers meet one another at the paediatrician, exchange their mobile phone numbers and then make contact. They systematically observe the rule of courtesy that prescribes written communication for any new relationship: "It's true that without email" commented Mrs. O, "I may not have dared to take the initiative. I wrote: would you like to come to my place tomorrow for tea?".
Rules or prohibitions to limit conflictual situations in public are also necessary, despite the Japanese tact. We can hear announcements in the Tokyo underground requesting passengers not to use their mobiles during the journey. Concerning MMS use, there is a rumour of forthcoming law banning mobile phone cameras because they violate people's privacy by allowing photos to be taken of them without them knowing.
"This type of mobile can replace a digital camera. But I've heard that their use will be banned in four or five years' time because it's no longer possible to control the right to 'privacy'. People can photograph anyone, anywhere, by pretending to be phoning. So it's only now that this kind of mobile is flourishing" (Mr. I, 49, composer).

This type of precaution shows that, despite the social conformity that we believe to be so typical of the Japanese, credited with the utmost respect for the norm, co-existence in public still requires regulation of misuse perceived as indiscretion. 
Conclusion : 

Despite the taste for modernity so clearly apparent in Japanese society, we must bear in mind that domestic uses in that country are based on several generations of tools, from the most obsolete to the most hi-tech. The renewed vitality of uses of the fax and pre-Internet telematics (L-mode) attest to this.

If we consider the main trends in all age-groups and communities throughout the industrialized societies, the Japanese public cannot be seen as a precursor, neither in the case of mobiles (where the penetration rate was higher in Scandinavian countries) nor in that of the Internet and other uses of the PC (where multicultural societies such as France or La Réunion were the trailblazers). Multicultural societies are more receptive to the global dimension of the Internet-PC combination (via instant messaging such as ICQ, and downloading of DVD in foreign languages), and to 'local' Internet options such as the interconnection of computers via radio (Wi-Fi).
� Paris and surroundings, Tokyo, Warsaw, Sao Paolo and an island context, St. Denis de La Réunion. Members of a total of 58 households were interviewed for 3-5 hours: 10 households in each capital city and 18 in La Réunion. A topographical study was also made in each case, along with a list of each household’s communication tools. The interviews and inquiries were performed by bilingual sociologists or ethnologists who, in some cases, were natives of the country concerned : Eliane Wolff in La Réunion, Yoriko Inada in Japan, Danilo Baggio in Brazil, Zbigniew Smoreda in Poland





� For instance, in countries other than Japan it is not customary to send an SMS to initiate telephone conversation with someone that one has just met, whereas in Japan it is.


� Women's condition in Japan seems the most traditional of all the countries studied, for instance, women are encouraged to resign from their jobs at the birth of their first child.


� Gélézeau, Valérie, Séoul, ville géante, cités radieuses, CNRS Editions, 2003.


� Extracts of interviews by Yoriko Inada.
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