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Mobile Communications

The term “mobile communications” contains multiple meanings. Although many people today think of mobile communications as cell phones, an analysis of the term reveals some complications.

The first meaning of the term mobile communications consists in the movement of information. Some time ago James Carey pointed out that the telegraph enabled for the first time the movement of information by itself without a concomitant movement of people or goods.
 Messages could move through space with the aid of a delivery person or transport system like rail. Communication thus came of age and received its driver’s license, so to speak. Carey is not completely correct in his assertion since, long before the telegraph, smoke signals and drum sounds achieved the same end of moving messages without people, albeit at incomparably lesser distances. In Carey’s sense, what is mobile in “mobile communications” is the information contained in the message. The telegraph moves information through space. That is clear enough and today what was true for the telegraph is now also true for a vast complex of communications media, from the telephone, radio, film and television to the fax, the Internet, communications satellites, cable, and so forth. In these cases, people stay in place and fixed media enable the flow of information. 

But mobile communications means, secondly, that people move, carrying with them the technologies through which information is transmitted. These media include postal systems (Siegert argues that Rome was in essence a huge postal system
  and the Aztecs perfected a long distance messenger service.); papyri and later books (printed volumes allowed individuals to carry the Bible with them to Church and read from it, bypassing boring sermons and droning priests:
 portable radios and televisions, Sony Walkmans,
 ghetto blasters and cordless telephones, car audio and now video systems, and so forth. In these cases the medium is mobile, allowing a user to carry information through space. 

More recently mobile communications has taken on a third meaning. Internet technology, wired and wireless, enables individuals to move and at the same time to generate information, transmit information, and receive information designated for them. With books and portable radios, the producers of information are able to broadcast information. The model of communication in this case is few to many. With the Internet, individuals may move through space and the information will accompany them, find them, or even tell them where they are, as in Global Positioning Systems. Communication and people then travel together everywhere. I recall in the late 1980s and early 1990s, traveling to Europe, Asia and Australia and sending emails to friends and colleagues back in the United States. The emails bore my regular email address, at the University of California, Irvine. Those who were not savvy to the Internet assumed I was at home, sending them an email from my California location. They were often quite perplexed when they later learned that I was in Melbourne or Berlin or Taipei. Similarly, I was confused when the person I recently telephoned, asked if I were home. I could of course have called from any wired telephone, but he assumed I was calling from a mobile phone and therefore my location in space was unknown to him. 

There are communications technologies that fall between or across the three categories I discuss, such as the pager that is a one way system like the radio but also afford individualized targets of messages like the telephone and email. But for the purposes of this presentation we can focus on the three meanings I have outlined.
Non-Space?

This complex mixture of mobility and communications among people and information causes havoc with, as Joshua Meyrowitz wrote some time ago, our “sense of place.”
 If television, as he presciently wrote, disrupts the cultural categories of private and public, formal and informal, foreground and background, then how much more discombobulated we must have become with the developments in communications media since the mid-1980s when Meyrowitz published his findings! So deeply shuffled about has the perception of space by individuals become that many suffer from what might be called “space anxiety.” An increasing number of social observers and theorists fear that we are in some danger in losing our “sense of place.” Marc Augé, for example, refuses to dignify certain locations like Los Angeles with the soubriquet “place.” These spaces of “super-modernity,” he complains, produce “non places.”
 Such spaces permit individuals to have presence only by dint of passports, credit cards, travel tickets and the like, undermining the human attachment to location.  Much in the same vein but without Augé’s theoretical verve., James Kunstler
 and Gary Eberle
 published books in the same year (coincidentally about the same time the World Wide Web began) and with the same title, The Geography of Nowhere, both arguing that “real interaction” was being destroyed in the contemporary culture of media and transport. In this context, one might also mention the work of Giorgio Agamben who explores the political significance of the emergence of places like certain zones in airports where the individual traveling across national borders might find themselves in a place outside and between legal jurisdictions. These places are like “the states of emergency” when a government abdicates the law and places everyone in a sort of limbo before a new system of rules is instituted. 

These pessimistic evaluations of the cultural determination of space in our era are, to a great extent, motivated by the spread of mobile communications media. The resort to terms like “non place” or “geography of nowhere” or “detention zone (zone d’attente)” where a “state of exception” nullifies or evades existing law
 performs theoretically a defensive maneuver that sets up a binary of real place/false place.
 Such strategies -- all-too-familiar in the history of modernity -- fail miserably to engage the dynamics of mobile communications and equally thwart efforts to develop a productive politics with respect to the relation of the global and the local. Instead I suggest we deploy Foucault’s notion of heterotopia to explore the multiplicity and dispersion of mediatized and non-mediatized spaces. From this perspective, we can elaborate cartographies of the global and the local that open the possibility of a new politics of planetary space. Such a postmodern mapping would labor to account for the increasing imbrication of the human and the information machine.
Bodies in Space

Critics of mobile communications worry about the relation of the body to space. If information moves without the human body, if media moves information to bodies, and if bodies and media move together through space, in all three cases the body is everywhere and nowhere. Katherine Hayles
 and Mark Hansen
 attempt to sustain the importance of the body in the context of contemporary mobile communications. They reject positions that regard the body as obsolete. Hans Moravec, for instance, notoriously speaks of uploading consciousness into cyberspace, leaving the body behind.
  In a similar vein, Stelarc, the Internet performance artist, experiments with robotic arms, plugging them and his body into remote computers so that his dance movements are governed by not by his brain but by mobile communications and machinic attachments.
 Finally, the French performance artist, Orlan, surgically transforms her body with the aid of high tech medicine, improving, she thinks, upon nature.
 These reconfigurations of the body, some would say denigrations, pretend to upgrade nature to the latest technology. 


Hayles and Hansen insist that the body cannot and ought not so easily be excluded from mobile communications. Even in cyberspace the body persists, as proven by the various complaints it generates from neck and back pain to repetitive stress disorders. The tendency of some to celebrate the natural body over against technologies of mobile communications is a resort both Hayles and Hansen equally reject. Such technophobic reactions are no more salutary in the context of new communications media than their technophilic counterparts. Instead Hayles and Hansen turn to the work of artists who engage the digital medium in search of new synergies between the body and information machines. Hansen in particular examines artists who position the body of the audience/viewer in relation to the artwork such that each depends upon the other for the work to be “performed.” He is especially interested in those works which problematize the body in relation to communications technologies and seek to expand the domain of art into new media and to bring to bear upon the body an awareness of how it might function in new ways in relation to information machines. These artworks then explore productively new models of what the body is becoming and may yet become while testing the limits of mobile communications in opening new kinds of human experiences.


Hayles and Hansen recognize another change in the figuration of the body, one that complicates the critical understanding of its relation to mobile communications. In the genome project, in bio-engineering, in artificial intelligence, the body is increasingly understood through the metaphor of a networked computer. In these (and some other) disciplines, the body is discursively constructed as a set of programs that can be mapped with the aid ironically of computers. The body is a set of instructions (DNA) and a system of functions held together by a network (the nervous system) that communicates the instructions to the organs or functions. Hayles and Hansen are determined to indicate that the body is more than this: it is a realm of affect, a self-organizing system, a region of potential without specific determination. 

The image of the body as information is by no means new in Western thought and culture. Beginning with René Descartes and John Locke in the seventeenth century and more especially with Claude Adrien Helvétius, Paul Heinrich d’Holbach and Etienne Bonnot de Condillac in the eighteenth century, the body was represented as an information processing system (the senses), regulated by a central processing unit (the brain or the mind). Condillac’s celebrated thought experiment imagined a sculptor fashioning a body of marble to which was then added one after another the five senses. By the end of the building project, the body came alive and was fully human. For the philosophes man was indeed a machine, as Julien Offray de la Mettrie entitled one of his books.
 Contemporary biology and robotics improves upon the Enlightenment thinkers of the eighteenth century mainly by their more advanced science of genomics but also by the more advanced technologies of computing and artificial intelligence. Hayles and Hansen, in firm opposition, insist that we not limit our understanding of the body to such machinic metaphors.

The body then is neither to be tossed into the ashcan of history as a vestigial appendage nor to be celebrated as a point of resistance against postmodernity. In studying the local and global contexts of mobile communications we can neither ignore the body nor idealize it as the bastion of the real. The body is central to new configurations of local/global spaces of communications; and so too are new technologies. So profound is the effect of mobile communications that we are now inundated with representations – in novels, films, television shows, and so forth – that depict bodies morphing into wondrous and/or threatening shapes, technologies in the form of robots and androids (in 2003, “Terminator 3” is subtitled “The Rise of Machines” and “Matrix Reloaded” revolves around “the One’s” problem of understanding that machines are not mere tools) that replace and/or enhance human existence, and humans that communicate across the planet like gods, without effort and without constraint. The local may not neither be defined by its relation to the body nor evacuated in favor of placeless communication systems. 

Let us turn briefly to two examples of the way mobile communications combines with local spaces to produce new territories of the human.

Local/Global Space

Media scholars are becoming increasingly attentive to the formation of new and different relations of the body to technology as information machines are disseminated throughout everyday life. My contention is that new “local spaces” and new “global spaces” are being constructed through practices that include mobile communications. The body and the information machine are not to be understood as in opposition but as contributing partners in the great project of constructing new local and distant spaces of mobile communications. For the local and the global themselves are not fixed or pre-given but arise through practices and information exchanges. For not only are mobile communications changing through the invention of new media and the creation of new uses and practices that deploy them; so also are the definitions of space, of the local and the global.

In the modern period one can say that spaces were given their substance by the territorial ambitions of the Western nation-states. Within the metropolis, the nation was the primary designator of space: children, attending mandatory instruction, learned above all the boundaries of the nation. All other spaces were relative to this, from the smallest neighborhood to the planet at large. The OED, reflecting this condition, gives the following as one of its definitions of the word “local”: “Belonging to a town or some comparatively small district, as distinct from the state or country as a whole.” The adjective “comparatively” betrays the historic influence of the nation-state as the index of space and place. Of course nation-states were not completely successful in the attempt to define national boundaries as the absolute index of space. Resistance to the modern nation’s cartographic ambition was active among minority groups, from Native Americans and Australian Aboriginals, to the Irish and the Basques. Also within the imperial peripheries, national boundaries had entirely different significance. Women as well, excluded from modernity’s public sphere until well into the twentieth century, certainly did not routinely adopt the national configuration of space. The spatial imaginary of the nation, it is important to recall and to note, was fraught with conflict and was established through a political process in which there were many losers, many groups whose sense of space was simply erased in the great competition for global dominance that characterizes the history of the modern nation and that arguably ended in the havoc of destruction of the great wars of the twentieth century. Or at least I for one certainly hope so. 
The salient characteristics of space defined by the nation-state are no doubt associated with and related to the figure of the modern subject. Identity here is autonomous, fixed, stable, unitary -- all traits that promote liberal definitions of freedom but that also enable the state to enact its control over individuals, a modern form of power Foucault termed “governmentality” and later “bio-power.”
 The great statistical machine of the nation-states is calibrated to the identity of the modern subject. What Augé laments as non-places where passports, identity cards, travel tickets and the like are required to inhabit spaces is actually the general condition established by the nation-state to pacify, to control, to domesticate populations. Beginning after World War II with the advent of massive migrations, the advance of economic forms of globalization, and the spectacular development of mobile communications, policing the borders of the sovereign, territorial nation has becoming more and more difficult. Humans are in all these ways redefining space outside the confines of the national imaginary.

The spaces of mobile communication then are put into place in the context of a world already filled with designated spaces, coming into conflict with these loci. Mobile communications upset, destabilize, make accommodations with, and transgress the features of space so carefully drawn by the nation. Instead of an individual fixed in space, mobile communications enable and promote a more fluid, multiple and fragmented relation to space, very much in line with the emergence of postmodern forms of identity construction. The modern urban resident relished his anonymity in Simmel’s urbanite,
 delighted in the visual pleasures of commodity culture in Benjamin’s flâneur,
 exulted in the serendipities of perambulating urban streets,
  and enjoyed the bustling, contentious realm of the public sphere.
 In each case the autonomous subject was confirmed. In each case the individual is present to others in embodied spaces, smelling, hearing and seeing, just as in Condillac’s statue, the proximate metropolitan displays.

As we shift scenes to the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, our urbanite is laden with the gear of information machinery: a beeper, a mobile phone, a personal digital assistant, an mp3 player or Walkman, a palmtop computer. In these postmodern geographies
 or virtual geographies
 one is simultaneously in several places, with perhaps a different identity in each location, seeing what appears before one in the street, but listening to a distant, telephonic voice or engaged in online gaming with participants from all over the globe. Space is now at once nearby and distant, local and global, but also multiple and fragmented, morphing the urban body not only into diverse shapes but also into several incarnations. Spaces, identities and information machines now combine into new forms of practice that seriously shift the cultural landscape away from its familiar modern parameters. These locations are neither non-places nor nowheres but actual spaces of mobile communications. And who is to say if the remote intimacy they afford is not equal or superior to its proximate forms. 

Such contemporary mediated spaces augur complications that are not simple to diagnose. If we accept these heterotopias for what they are and not dismiss them as false or inauthentic, there are two distinct analytic lines that require investigation. First, we need to study the uses of mobile communications technologies, their constraints and affordances. Second, we need to inquire into the combination of more than one of the media, sometimes from deriving from different epochs such as a global positioning system, a wireless telephone and a wireless television in the same automobile. Third we must examine the shifting that occurs among users of these technologies as they deploy one then another of them or as they alternate between a medium and spoken language, sight and smell. These translations are being negotiated without instruction or tradition to guide the individual. Finally, we need to learn about the way mediated communications mixes with pre-existing social and cultural practices. How do individuals combine their more historical beliefs and relations with those they discover in mobile communications. For the purposes of this talk I can only briefly look at some work done on the last of these questions.
Email (Trinidad) and Mobile Phones (Italy)

Let us look at two examples of mobile communications in relation to the question raised above of how space and identity are configured. I will examine the use of mobile phones in Italy, drawing on the work of Leopoldina Fortunati, and the use of networked computing for communications in Trinidad, with the help of a study by Daniel Miller and Don Slater.


Fortunati concentrates on the relation of the body to the medium of mobile telephony. She underscores how the technology is difficult to integrate into the body, how it creates style problems for users, how it changes the user’s relation to space and instigates difficulties of maintaining “privacy” while speaking on the phone. The realm of intimacy, she argues, becomes confused with the public sphere. In the case of Italy, mobile phones, she finds, are widely used although several cultural habits make this unlikely. Contrary to accepted stereotypes, Italians for instance are not, she points out, happy in speaking in front of large groups, and they are not technophiles. Yet Italians, more than other Europeans, keep their phones on in most settings of everyday life, from theaters to restaurants. Italians’ sociability, then, is what leads them to enjoy using mobile phones. 


What is most interesting in Fortunati’s study for this paper is the way mobile phones change the user’s urban space, upsetting traditional divisions of public and private. Equally of interest is the discomfort users have with coupling the mobile phone to the body, to the mouth and ear in particular but also to the hand and the moving torso. In addition the phone’s attachment to clothing is also problematic from both a style and utilitarian perspective. In all of these ways, mobile communications destabilizes the person’s relation to space, while, let us emphasize, providing a much desired supplement to social relations.

The case of Trinidad is illuminating in comparison with that of Italy. And there are surprises in this case too. Trinis, Miller and Slater discovered in the work in the late 1990s, are avid users of the Internet: email, web sites, and chat rooms are all very popular on this small island not known for its advanced technology. Although categorized as a Third World Postcolonial nation, Trinidad adopted the Internet with little sense of invasion by an Imperial power. Miller and Slater characterize this deployment in this way: “Trinidadians have a `natural affinity’ for the Internet.” (p. 2) Internet use in Trinidad, from cybercafés to home installations, closely fits with Trini social practices of hanging out, chatting, shifting from sites in a parade of sociability, all of which is known on the island as “liming.” Just as Italians integrate mobile phones with their culture, so Trinis turn to the Internet to expand their already existing everyday practices. Communications on the Internet in Trinidad and mobile telephony in Italy are means to amplify traditional patterns of culture. 

Miller and Slater do not raise the question of the body in Trinidad Internet use. Yet it is plain that sitting in cybercafé puts the body in a different relation to social space than liming on street corners. Perhaps this oversight is due to the strong predilection of the anthropologists to show the “natural affinity” of the Internet for Trinis. They miss as a consequence the change in spatial arrangements and body placements that ensue from the use of Internet communications. The virtuality of Internet space disappears in their analysis, compelling me to fill in the blanks by indicating that, just as in Italy, mobile communications in Trinidad initiates new spaces and new identities even when users, or social scientists, regard the innovations as simple extensions of pre-existing practices. The Internet introduces into Trinidad links between the body and mobile communications (in our third definition of the term) that complicates social space and reconfigures the relation of the local to the global.
Conclusion

We have seen that mobile communications, in its multiple meanings, brings into being new forms of the self in new landscapes of space. As information technologies continue to develop and introduce new forms of mobile communications, we can anticipate that the process of cultural change will continue and probably greatly increase. New generations that regard information machines as normal features of life will no doubt generate practices that we cannot even imagine. The current popularity among the young for massively multiple online games provides a good indication of what is to come. It behooves us therefore to attend to these changes from a framework that enables the emerging spaces of identity
 to appear neither as threats to earlier configurations of the local as the human nor as surpassing previous spatial arrangements in brave new utopian world. The heterotopias of mobile communications are valid forms of glocal space and must be studied as such.
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