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1. Rationale

The subject of place and its dimension has attracted the interest of those studying the cell-phone for some time now (Gergen, 2002, Fortunati, 2002). But just glancing over the presentations of the study meeting “Front Stage/Back stage: Mobile communication and the renegotiation of the social sphere” (22-24 June 2003, Grimstad, Norway) we would see how this interest is uniting with a more general sociological analysis of globalisation, the relation between the global and local, and so on (Ling, Pedersen, forthcoming). This new direction taken by the study of the cell phone is revitalising a topic that has always been central to the study of telephony at large. Who does not remember how in 1933 Malcolm Willey and Stuart Rice were already maintaining that the telephone had the effect of reinforcing localisms and how Moyer in 1977 took up and reinforced their idea? Or Fischer (1994:34) speaking on the contrary of the landline telephone as an antidote to provincialism? And yet as opposed to the landline telephone the cell phone has brought with it an important specific relationship between mediated communication and space. 

2. Aim and method

The purpose of this article is to show that when we speak of concepts such as the local and global in connection with the cell phone the historical variable must be given serious consideration. In other words, two important aspects must be considered: 

How the cell phone’s penetration of sedentary places and the local fixed dimension has gradually taken place and has been a design variant introduced by users into the reading of this instrument; 

How the perception of this technology has changed over time and overturned the spatial terms with which the cell phone is perceived from local to global. 

To do this, we shall give or recall the results of some quantitative and qualitative research conducted in Italy and Europe, both into the social use of the cell phone and into its field of social representation. 

3. Results

3.1. The sedentary dimension of the cell phone as a design variant produced by users

This has existed in Europe since 1996, when research conducted in five European countries (Italy, France, Germany, Spain and the UK) showed that in one fifth of cases the cell phone was used in fixed places, such as the home or workplace (Fortunati, 2002: 44). Over time this tendency has been accentuated until it has led to the sedentary use of the cell phone overtaking the mobile use. Recent research conducted in two high schools in the North East of Italy confirms this overturning in the use of the cell phone. The 716 adolescents who responded to our questionnaire declared that they use the cell phone on average much at home (on a scale of 1 to 3, the average is 2.19), quite often when they go out walking or when they are together in the centre (M=1.93), little at school (M=1.27) and gym/disco (M=1,25) (Cianchi, D’Alessi, Fortunati, Manganelli, 2003). That is not surprising because home not only corresponds to the characteristics of intimacy and individuality that are at least in principle general constitutive elements of telephonic space, but in the home a small invisible house can be built around the receiver to create an indispensable microcosm of telephone conversation. This domestic anchorage of the use of the cell phone strongly feels the contribution of the feminine element. Girls, in respect to boys, declare they use it much more at home (t=2.713, d.f. 674, p <0.01), while boys say they use it more than girls at school (t=-1.965, d.f. 669, p <0.05) and in the gym/disco (t=-2.456, d.f. 629, p <0.02).

Why has the cell phone changed gradually from being a mainly mobile technology to a rather sedentary technology? To answer this question we would have to appeal to the theory of co-construction of technology and society, according to which, if it is true that, on one hand, ICT design brings with it user design, it is equally true that ICT users and their practices of use are increasingly able to invent functions and services and then to dictate future developments of ICTs (Latour, Woolgar, 1979). We can say that ICTs therefore change in a society which they help to change and which, in its turn, changes them. 

The application of this theory enables us to understand how the shift of the cell phone from mobile use to sedentary use has taken place as an important design variant produced by users. In the sense that the sedentary use of the cell phone has been a secondary consequence of its transformation from a mobile to a personal instrument. This transformation was brought about by a very widespread willingness for access to mobile communication, which has ended up by individualising this instrument. Despite the fact that the cell phone was designed as a technology to be used while moving from one place to another, users have basically redesigned it as an instrument of individual communication. The inevitable consequence of this different reading of the technological object has been to use it anywhere where the individual might find himself, so not specifically during his moving from place to place, but also at home, in the workplace, the restaurant, etc.  

With this transformation the cell phone has passed through fusion no longer with different places, but with a single place seen as the individual himself and his most important spatial extensions, such as the home. In respect to an individual who has become an individualised place and to a home which is the place that gives the greatest sensation of spatial individuality, the cell phone has established itself as a kind of “centre of rotation”. (Simmel, 1998: 537) 

3.2. The far/near axis 

The space phenomenology of the cell phone consists of various spaces that work as conditioning and disciplining elements of mobile communication: from that in which the cell phone is used to the shell that is created around the person phoning, to the distance at which persons being called find themselves. We will focus our attention on this third element: the far/near axis.

This axis is part of a wave of studies on landline and cell phones of the Nineties, which tried to investigate empirically how users perceived the main characteristic of telephony, that is, de-spatialised simultaneousness, to use a definition proposed by Thompson (1995). For example, in several qualitative research carried out in Italy on ICTs since 1993 by means of the semantic differential the far/near axis has always been present (Fortunati, 1995). 

In particular, in research conducted in 1993 with 100 university students and called The Emotional Image of the Telephone, the average scores of the seven-point scale “far-near” on seven stimuli related to telephony are: Local call (5.26), Landline telephone (4.93), Partner (4.58), Cell Phone (4.55), Ring (4.49), Myself (4.30), Long-distance call (2.97). So at the time the landline telephone and cell phone were perceived as near, but the second is seen significantly less near than the first, probably a judgement that is influenced by a psychological distance from the cell phone which at the time was scarcely present and used. 

Also in another research, The Affective Meanings of the Telephone, conducted in the same year, but with a more numerous convenience sample (519 respondents), this scale reveals that both landline and cell telephone were perceived as near (M=4.73 versus M=4.40), even if the second is always seen as a little less near than the first. In addition, women more than men see the landline phone as significantly nearer (t=-2.19**), perceiving the cell phone as significantly further  (t=-2.76**). 

In yet another piece of research, The ‘experience’ of telephone calls, where a semantic differential was applied  to 863 telephone calls made and received by members of 12 families in around two months,  the near/far scale gives an average score of 5.25, which once again indicates a perception of the telephone call as very near. 

Finally, another research that used the semantic differential, and this scale in particular, was that conducted in 1996 entitled The social representation of telecommunications (Fortunati, Manganelli, 1999). Here the convenience sample was made up of 303 subjects (163 female and 140 male) of between 15 and 84 years of age. The 23 scales of the semantic differential were applied to seven concepts: cell phone, telephone, radio, computer, telecommunications, television and fax. The average scores for the seven-point “far-near” scale referred to these stimuli were: cell phone (4.37), landline telephone (4.94), radio (5.07), computer (4.30), telecommunications (4.24), TV (4.12) and fax (4.05). According to the results of the variance analysis Anova with a factor between “the means of communications”, the radio, telephone and mobile turn out to be considered the nearest, while the fax the furthest. 

The question of far/near emerged again in this last research in the answer to a question posed inside a telephone questionnaire administered to a representative sample of the Italian population made up of 2,100 respondents (Fortunati, Manganelli, 1999).  The question was: what problems do you hope that telecommunications can resolve? The reply items that regard the problem of far/near are two, as seen in Table 1: 

Table  1. What problems do you hope that telecommunications can resolve?

	Problem that can be resolved
	Sex
	Total

	
	Males
	Females
	

	Overcome distances
	148 (14.7%)
	184 (16.8%)
	332 (15.8%)

	Bring together distant populations and countries 
	160 (15.9%)
	118 (10.8%)
	278 (13.2%)


Men more than women retain that means of communication serve to bring together distant populations and nations; women more than men are convinced that distances can be overcome by means of ITCs (table1).

In the research which used semantic differential the far/near scale was fixed by the researcher on the one hand on the basis of a debate at that time in progress and on the other on the basis of a pre-test. This scale was considered appropriate for measuring the perception of this distance both because the issue about overcoming distances is considered one of the main points of the landline and cell phone and because the adjective near was frequently indicated in the pretest. In fact the results in all this research are homogeneous in indicating that the cell phone is perceived as being near. But what is the meaning of this nearness? Although in all this research a recurrent result of factor analysis is a dimension of “pleasant intimacy and openness to the world”, it is actually a well-known fact that the cell phone usually puts us in contact with friends, family members and relatives, that is, with our intimate circle, often local. By doing this, the mobile phone does not make the world get narrower but widen out (Ling et al. 2003). The landline and cell phone therefore belong to the strategy of communicative defence more than of widening the field of interpersonal relationships. And anyway it would be more correct to say that the telephone potentially widens out the world but in reality keeps the world widely local, even in the age of globalisation. 
Without having answer yet properly to the first question, we allow ourselves the freedom to ask another question. Is then the local dimension that is reflected in the near dimension? To all appearance and good sense it would seem so. We shall see in the conclusions that it is not really so. 

3.4.2. Overturning the spatial perception of the cell phone from local to global

Before passing to the final discussion, let us recall a research where the implied axis is no longer that of far/near, but local/global. This is a piece of research on representations conducted in 2003 “Social representations of ICTs and the human body. A comparative study in five countries” (Contarello et al., 2003), with 585 respondents from Italy, the Netherlands, Romania, Russia and Spain. In the semantic differential administered in the course of this research in fact a local/global scale was introduced, to assess how respondents perceived the cell phone and landline phone in respect to the spatial dimension. 

The results are that both the Internet and the cell phone are perceived as global, even if the first is perceived as such more than the second. By disentangling the data of the different countries, it turns out that Russian respondents perceive the Internet as far less global than the others. At the same time we see that the judgement on the globality of the cell phone shows a major variability in the answers (s.d. 1.73 vs. 1.35). In fact, the Romanians and Spaniards consider it global, as do the Russians, even if with some reservation, and the Dutch neutral.

This lack of homogeneity in the perception of the cell phone in respect to its spatial dimension shows that the cultural variable is sensitive to this issue. But how are we to explain this attitude of the respondents towards the spatialisation of the cell phone? Let us try to answer. The shift from the far/near axis to the global/local one has actually a historical reason. There is a technical development that has without doubt had an influence in the transformation of the perception of the cell phone. In particular, there are two elements that have contributed to modifying the assessment of the cell phone as global: 1) first there is a strong implication of the technical reinforcement of the communicative capacity of the cell phone itself. It has in fact gone from TACS, an instrument that enables communication at a national level, to GSM, an instrument able to handle international communication, initially at a European and then increasingly global level; 2) connection to the Internet, which has further increased its global dimension. But apart from this historical reason, there is also a structural one, which we shall see in the following section.

4. Discussion of results and conclusion

In reference to our two initial aims, we have shown: a) why the cell phone is largely involved also in sedentariness; b) the sedentary dimension of the cell phone as an important design variant produced by users; c) perception of it as psychologically near in the Nineties; d) the importance of the historical variable in its being perceived as global nowadays; e) the fact that the mobile phone is now perceived as being more global than local, although it continues to be actually connected to local calls. But it remains to be seen on what this perception of nearness and globality of the cell (and landline) phone is based. 

To discover what this perception of nearness is based on, that is, to understand the meaning of cell phone space, it is not to the theory of spatial representation (Marr, 1982, Biederman, 1987) neither to the conceptual structure theory (Jackendoff, 1983, 1990) that we have to turn, but  it to the Kantian and Simmelian concepts of space. Kant defined space philosophically but also sociologically as “the possibility of being together”, so it is only social action and the realisation of sociality that fills and connotes space. This position of Kant’s becomes the premise from which Simmel launches his analysis, looking to space as a psychological function that produces mental contents and unites in unified visions unconnected sensible affections. Actually it is not spatial nearness or distance or the different articulations of space that create or automatically preserve intimacy or extraneousness, but it is the quality of the spatial synthesis that takes place at the psychological level (1988: 524). It is the contents of the telephone conversation that constitute the intimacy or the extraneousness between the two parties, not the measurement of the spatial distance that exists between them. 

On the contrary, in order to discover what the perception of globality is based on, it is to the concept of network, connectivity (Wellman 2001), seen obviously not only from the technical but also social point of view, that we have to turn. Connectivity in fact contains in itself the germ of a continuous widening out towards the global dimension. Telephony puts one place in contact with another distant place and creates a continual tension between the local and the global. It brings the germ of the elsewhere to the local, and vice versa. The cell phone maintains this dynamic and makes it more complex, because the local dimension can generally be subjected to short and middle-range mobility. Let’s say that it can be subjected, not that it normally is, because, as we said before, the cell phone is much more connected to one stable place than to movement between places. 

This sedentary use of the mobile has highlighted how movement, mobility, commuting, travel, despite taking up an ever-greater part of a single day, still only cover a minor part of the day itself. At the same time, this sedentary use has also shown how the cell phone has penetrated into the sacred realms of sedentariness and has begun to challenge and compete with the landline phone. A contradictory and fluid situation has emerged, as the cell phone has begun to be used also where it would have been handier and less costly to use a landline phone. The reason for this is that the pressure of the network and impelling reasons for connectivity lead to its being used also in sedentary places. Friends, people who we have started giving our cell phone numbers, have been calling us up on our cell phones more and more, because it is easier, even when they know or suspect that we are at home or at work, etc. Anyhow this is how connection to the cell network, which is an extra-spatial but also global virtual space, has begun its inexorable battle to erode the dominion of the landline phone in sedentary places.

It remains at present a very stimulating problem which needs further investigations, that is to understand how the far/near axis combining with the local/global axis makes emerge the near/global axis.
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Note 

  It is no accident that there is a wide space of connection with the daytime and night-time life of the town in which we live, with the services that it offers and the many occasions for entertainment, information, shows, etc. In Padua for instance a new service for cell phones has been started, called SMSPadova, which enables citizens with a cell phone to receive information while moving around as to traffic and circulation, roads closed for road works, changes in one-way systems, etc. There is also information on services offered by the council, special offers, deadlines, concerts, exhibitions, theatre, cinema, and the weather forecast (Il mattino di Padova, 26 Novembre 2003).






