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The Monster, the Myth, the Metaphor: Mobile phone and new intimacy?

“My phone-number is in a way my identity” (Tina, 18 years)

Abstract:


What is new intimacy? What was the old concept of intimacy? What is intimacy?

In which ways may the usage of new technologies as mobile phones – frequently used and fast domesticated by young people – influence the way intimacy and identity are constituted? 

The key idea in this paper will be – in a foucauldian manner - to see whether mobile telephony is the continuation of the old antique custom of writing notebooks and hupomnemata in order to take care of oneself. This ‘technologies of the self’ will also include an examination of how intimacy, sexuality and identity may be expressed as fictional spaces - as myths of foreignness.

My previous work on mobile phones is based on an empirical study of nine young (15-16 years) text-messaging girls. In addition with focus interviews, the same girls forwarded all their own (sent and received) text messages to my mobile phone through a certain period. This resulted in about one thousand text messages, which I further analyzed. Now, two years later, I have carried on with the same empirical method as well as the same focus group in order to examine how new technology may influence/change the social interaction among young people. 

Besides a historical outline of the conception of intimacy, I will in this paper - by listening to one of my informant’s reflections on communication through mobile phones - shed light on possible new concepts of intimacy(-ies) and identity performances.

The intimacy fiction

According to Lynn Jamieson, the concept of the intimate relationship may be associated with dimensions as love, caring, sharing, close friendship, ‘deep’ understanding and privileged knowledge (Jamieson 2002). To share detailed knowledge about each other or to have intense interaction with a person requires trust and faith, which in turn make out central aspects of intimacy and friendship. Hence, one of the foremost hallmarks of a modern friendship is that friends are voluntary and achieved – one chose each other on a personal basis where mutual sympathy and individual choices are required - in contrast with kin who are not chosen, but obligatory and ascribed (Svare 2004). However, as Jamieson also points out, dimensions on intimacy and expectations of needs in terms of love and caring are cultural multifaceted and socially constructed which varies and takes on different meanings over time (Jamieson 2002). In order to see what the term ‘new intimacy’ may signify within the examination of gender performance in public and private spheres of life, the section below will outline some social and historical aspects on how the meanings of intimate relations have changed through history.

The philos-metaphor

A common antique Greek term that describes friendship is philos. The term describe people who were close connected with each other, both friends and kin. However, according to the philosopher Helge Svare, being someone’s philos entailed some very specific ways and norms of conduct that resembles more of the today’s politeness we have with neighbours, relatives and colleagues (Svare 2004). Other terms used were xenos and hetairos, both signifying relations with specific responsibilities and obligations. 

Today, philos, xenos and hetairos would probably be characterised as a duty-friendship based on an unspoken agreement of protecting and supporting each other in conflicts and difficult situations (op. cit. p. 47). Whether there has been friendship in the antique, based on the modern characteristics of the term (mutual sympathy and individual choices) are not known, but it is assumed that the very unstable and insecure social and economical conditions in this era constituted friendship out of necessities. However, with Aristoteles’ writings stories describing ‘good friendship’ based on ‘pure’ pleasure and personal emotions are found. Other stories from the shift into the first century, ‘good friendship’ in the sense of relations with love and pleasure, are seen valued (Cicero 1972, Seneca in Pakaluk (red) 1991, Svare 2004)
. 

Nevertheless, it is the renaissance that is recognized as the epoch when people’s friendship got more personal and emotionally closer. The break with the middle age gave rise to- and emphasised a more individual life style. Looking at the French philosopher and writer Michel de Montaigne’s essays, philosophical writings about friendship are plentiful. In one of these essays, Montaigne’s relation with his friend Étienne de la Boétie is described as “two people melting together /…/ becoming one person with one will” (Svare 2002:63 [my translation]).

Later on, in the 17th and 18th century, romantic friendship is seen frequently expressed in letters, stories and other literary writings between same-sex friendships. In this period, relations with passion and strong emotions were highly socially valued and treasured. These relationships were supposed to be found in a close friend or rather one’s twin-soul. 

However, in the change between the 18th and the 19th century this idea altered radically as new capitalistic economy gave birth to the growth of the cities.  In turn this made people’s identities less connected with kin and class which in a considerable extent made possible (necessary) for people to make one’s own identity through acts and achievements (Ziener and Lorentzen 2001:16). Accordingly, new distinctions and norms between public and private followed. In turn, this made home and marriage as the very core of private setting for intense intimacy (Jamieson 2002:18). The cultural and social shift meant a more humungous separation of private homes and public spaces as married couples increasingly protected their affiliation with solitude and distance from others. As a result, the traditional pre-modern common community life disappeared, leaving people without a family household a small minority (ibid). In turn, these changes influenced the distinction between public and private as well as the meaning of intimacy and gender. 

By looking at the historical and social changes of the distinction ‘private-public’ and the shift in the meanings of intimacy, the outline above have shed light on how these distinctions appear as cultural constructions. In order to suggest that shifts in the terrain of new technology demand corresponding shifts in concepts of intimacy, the debate about public and private spheres of life will also touch upon a discussion of sexual modesty and spatial implication. Through an elucidation of this development of changing codes of intimacy, Gari Bhattatcharyya suggests that we will come to comprehend the ‘mystery of the self’ – or as Foucault puts it; ‘the technologies of the self’ (Bhattatcharyya 2002, Foucault 2000). The section below will turn the attention to how intimate techniques of the self, or coded ways of being, are expressed through young people’s text messages.

Self-ordering the individual?

To live in a post-modern society, the self is frequently seen as a reflexive project. Subsequently it is important to elucidate how new personal media such as mobile phones may act as a tool in developing different nuances of people’s identity(-ies). This comprehension of the self is related with Michel Foucault’s usage of the old antique notion ‘technologies of the self’. According to Foucault, there were four types of technologies which all were related to specific techniques that human beings could use to understand themselves (Foucault 2000:224). Each of the technologies worked out as a matrix of practical reason:

“(1) technologies of production, which permit us to produce, transform, or manipulate things [related to Marx], (2) technologies of sign systems, which permit us to use signs, meanings, symbols or signification [writing, symbols etc], (3) technologies of power which determine the conduct of individuals and submit them to certain ends or domination, an objectivizing of the subject [prison, medical diagnosis, asylum], (4) technologies of the self, which permit individuals to effect by their own means, or with the help of others, a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immorality.” (Foucault op cit p 225).

In this paper I will focus on the fourth technology: “technologies of the self” in order to examine in which extent the antique ‘self-ordering the individual’ may have parallels to the nowadays text message culture. 

The techniques of the self consist of self-mastery and self-knowledge: If you take care of your self by concerning yourself, you will achieve self-knowledge. In a way, this art of existence refers to the ways in which we learn to present ourselves as works of everyday art. However, being able to embody the exercise of power on and through oneself, was supposed to epitomize the route to all social goods, which in turn would make you into a good, dutiful and obedient citizen and worker. One way of this self-mastery was to write notebooks that according to Foucault had a role as a ‘truth test’ and therefore functioned as a personal exercise:

“/…/a labor of thought, a labor through writing, a labor in reality” (Foucault 2000:209). 

The individual notebook and/or the Hupomnemata, was a guide for conduct where the intent was to capture and transform what was said, heard or read in order to ‘shape oneself’. Foucault sees the role of the self-writing as a “principle of rational action in the writer himself.” (op cit p 213). By the old antique custom of writing note-books as a ‘ labor of thought, a labor through writing, a labor in reality’, I will now look at how self-writing as a conduct of the self may have been ‘inherited’ by mobile phone users in the modern world by the incessantly text-message communication. 

The girl we will meet in the excerpt below, Tina, has been one of the most frequent text message users in both empirical periods. She has now turned 18 years and describes one ordinary day seen through text message movements like this:

“When I wake up, I check my mobile and see if I have received any messages. And my mobile is just beside my head when I sleep. It is on a silent-mode. Then I turn of the silent-mode and check if there is any messages, and if not I’ll write a message to my boyfriend: “Are you awake? I woke up now”. And then he writes back and says that he has been awake for an hour and is going to take a shower. And then, I write “Okay, I’ll take a shower as well”. And then I take the shower, and when I am finished I write a message “I am finished taking a shower”. Then he writes, “I was finished half an hour ago” (laughs). And so I write ”Okay, what happens next?” and he will answer something about that he needs to work, but he will come over about half an hour or so. And then I write that I’ll eat and dress or something like that. Then he writes “Okay”. After doing that I’ll write “Are you coming soon?”, and then just “Yes, I’m coming over now”. And then I’ll wait until I receive a message from him saying “I’m at the parking lot. Come down!” and then I’ll write “Okay, I’m coming down”. Then I’ll go down and we drive to his place. After some hours I receive a message from mum who asks “When do you come home? Where are you?”. I reply that I am at Tor’s house, and that I will come home soon. Then she writes “Okay, just make sure you reach dinner at four o’clock”, and then I write “I’ll leave soon”. Then I go home. After I have eaten I write to my boyfriend “I am finished with eating now” and then he replies “I can come over to you after watching “Hotell Cæsar””
. And then I’ll write “Okay”. Then he shows up. And when he is at my place, he is the one who receives messages from his parents. When he has left, I go to bed – and then I’ll wait for messages from him where it says he has driven safely home. I want to know because he has just achieved the driver’s license so I am afraid he will drive off the road or something. Then I receive a message again “now I am home, good night sweet heart” and then I’ll write “Yes, good night! I love you very much! I then fall asleep.” (laughs) 

When reading the excerpt above, I get a dizzy feeling by the monstrous amount of the young couple’s apparently non-stop documentary of their everyday life, both moveable and immoveable moments. There are several focuses here that I want to illuminate. At first sight, it seems that the main object of Tina’s text messages with her boyfriend is to coordinate a meeting during the day. Nevertheless, instead of making an appointment immediately, they are sending persistent text messages to each other from the very moment they wake up until they go to sleep - only ‘interrupted’ by the text message break that occurs when they are physical together. 

Does this practise have parallels to an operation on thoughts, conduct and way of being in order to shape oneself? “I woke up now”, “I’m finished taking the shower”, “I’m finished with eating now”, “now I’m home, good night sweetheart”: How can this ongoing documentary of seemingly pretty banal messages be interpreted in relation to self-writing?  

One might look at text messages as a modern individual notebook in the way the young couple are capturing and transforming what is said and done by bringing to light the impulses of thought. According to Foucault, the intent of the Hupomnemata was exactly related to this everyday documentary:

“The intent is /…/ to capture the already said, to collect what one has managed to hear or read, and for a purpose that is nothing less than the shaping of the self” (Foucault 2000:211). 

In this respect, the young couple’s text message practise has indeed clear parallels with the antique notebook. On the other hand, the intent of the hupomnemata was not ought to be understood as an intimate journal, which – by writing about waking up, showering and statements of love - obvious makes out quite intimate utterances. Then again, another notion of the notebook is connected with correspondence as the notebook also could serve as a “raw material for text that one sends to others” (op.cit. p. 214). The thought was that by writing, one read what one had written, and in turn this exercise would provide occasions for a personal exercise of the self. Later on in this paper, we will follow Tina’s dawning date with her boyfriend. In one of her stories, she describes how embarrassing it felt when her boyfriend started to phone her instead of keeping the contact on the text message-level:

“It was okay…but in the beginning it was a bit embarrassing because I couldn’t stop and think in the way you do with text messages/.../”

The reciprocity of the gaze and examination of the others may be one of Tina’s obstacles. The relaxing part of communicating through text message, was also high-lightened in my previous work. Here, the informants made a point out of the technology’s quality which provides one to think thoroughly through what one writes during the writing (Prøitz 2003). In that respect, the asynchronous communication allowed them to read, edit and to re-write the text before they sent it. Looking at the hupomnemata as a “raw material for text that one sends to others”, the links with today’s text messages are comprehensible. 

So far it looks like the old custom of self-writing in order to take care of oneself and today’s text messages have several common features. Still, there are some more aspects of text messaging that I want to shed light on. As I first proposed, the expected meeting between Tina and her boyfriend seemed to be the main object of the communication. On the other hand, a second look may render visible that the communication and the momentary orientation in it self appear as well as the kernel. Likewise, the frequent messages may also underline and confirm the couple’s belonging with each other. In that respect, there may not be the self as such that is remade or taken care of, but rather a remaking of a relationship.

The magical elsewhere of intimacy

In this section I will look at “technologies of the self” in relation with sexuality – which according to Gargi Bhattacharyya makes out a particular conception of techniques of the self as sexuality is seen as the ground where “competing impulses of pleasure and constraint are balanced in the artwork of selfhood” (Bhattacharyya 2002:8). As she further claims, sexuality described as a land apart “/.../that touches our most intimate places, requires the fictional excursion to another realm in order to become visible and comprehensible” (Bhattacharyya 2002:145). In the excerpt from the interview below, such fictional elsewhere appears as Tina tells us her experience of how text messages may occur as ‘a land apart’. Tina presents her usage of text message during the birth of her relationship with Tor:

“In the beginning, when I met Tor, we told each other on sms that we liked each other, and we sent lots of messages then. After a while we wrote that we wanted to kiss and things like that, but when we met the next day at school, we didn’t even dare to speak or to look at each other at all. It was very embarrassing. But when we got home, we just started messaging again. Then it wasn’t that dangerous. Then it wasn’t embarrassing. /.../After a while we wrote that “I want to have sex with you“– even though we couldn’t speak together at school. /.../ I don’t know why one dares to write such things, but it felt like two different worlds. Somehow it seemed to be another boy. It felt like that. At least I thought that’s how it was/.../ maybe one ‘is’ a bit drunk when one writes messages, after all, that’s how it seems. To loose inhibitons. Then you are not shy and can say things just the way you feel…almost like a drug.” 

The quote may reveal how individual navigation in the performances of sexuality and identity emerges in the very moment of the performance, here presented by Tina as sms-world distinct from face-to-face world, but nevertheless both experienced as real. The fragmentation of traditional social forms influenced by the introduction of new technologies are here seen as producing spaces in which different meanings of intimacy appears. Can one claim, as Jamieson does, that greater individualism give rise to more opportunities for self expression, including expression of emotions, which in turn will open up for greater intimacy? (Jamieson 2002:36).

According to Tina’s quotes, the sms-world and the face-to-face world appeared as very separate and distinct arenas. The closeness and intimacy, which Tina and Tor experienced with each other on sms were not transferred into the face-to-face world as they did not even look at each other at school. However, after a while Tor started to call Tina, whom Tina experienced as we have seen as quite embarrassing:

“It was okay…but in the beginning it was a bit embarrassing because I couldn’t stop and think in the way you do with text messages/.../ in the beginning we had quite superficial conversations about what we were doing and such things, but after a while it became more challenging/.../ it [phone calls] is a bit more personal”. 

In this case, Tina’s and Tor’s sms-communication ended in a relationship three months later. However, producing sms-spaces in which new innovations of intimacy may appear unleashed from the face-to-face world may be valued as Tina does when describing her relationship with a boy whom actually does not like her in the face-to-face world:

“yes, there is a boy I like, but whom I know doesn’t like me, but he seems so nice on messages. So then I choose to live in that world in a way, that we in a way are together in messages. Pretend as.”

This constant process of remaking the self is a part of constructing a map of personal meaning, as well as being embodied in space. The ability to cultivate and invent yourself opens the possibilities of reinventing your relation to others. As the excerpt from the interview above illustrates, intimacy and identities may be expressed as fictional spaces, as myths of foreignness where private and public are arenas to be mastered (Battacharyya 2002). This way of fragmenting and separating worlds may also contribute to produce various and multifaceted intimacies and identities on different levels. Such non-standard intimacies as Tina represent in the latter quote requires the development of kinds of intimacies that are not necessary related to domestic space, but rather to an accessible world conscious of its subordinate relation (Warner 2002). This give parallels to a counterpublic agenda, which according to Michael Warner is defined like this:

“counterpublics are formed by their conflict with the norms and contexts of their cultural environment, and this context of domination inevitably entails distortion” (Warner 2002:63). 

The ‘distortion’ of a coherent identity as Tina produces by choosing the sms-world rather than the physical face-to-face world – gives rise to other privacies, other individuals and other intimacies. In this regard, new technologies contribute to destabilise conventions of a certain identity and a certain intimacy by introducing plural identities and intimacies instead of following one given norm. This (radical?) critique of the traditional categories of identity may open up for new possibilities as formulated by Evans and Gamman:

“If one formulated identity as a more fluid category, one might then be able simultaneously to talk of queer identifications and to acknowledge the complexity and variety of different subjectivities/…/ subject position are multiple, shifting and changeable/…/” (Evans and Gamman 1999:39)


Through new technologies as text messages, sexuality(-ies) and identity(-ies) may be understood as a land apart or as two different worlds as Tina expresses it.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have examined in which ways the usage of mobile phones and text messages have influenced concepts of ‘new’ intimacy(-ies) and social interaction among young people. In order to elaborate what ‘new’ intimacy(-ies) may consist of, a short historical outline illuminated how this concept is comprehended as a cultural and historical construction. Furthermore I analyzed excerptions from one of my mobile phone-informants in order to shed light on how the old antique custom of writing notebooks have been inherited by modern text message users. The frequently text message-documentation of everyday ‘banality’ showed clear parallels with the old personal self-writing exercise. According to Foucault, the intent of the hupomnemata was however not to be understood as an intimate journal. In that respect, text messages may not to be seen as a remake of the self, but rather as a remake of the agent’s relationship with others. 

By looking at sexuality as a particular conception of techniques of the self, or as an artwork of selfhood, the analysis did also show how new technologies made possible to perform sexuality(-ies) and identity(-ies) as ‘fictional elsewhere’. This was particularly expressed in Tina’s description of text message communication seen as two different worlds.

Do new technologies give rise to new intimacy? The magical elsewhere of intimacy has more work to do. One suggestion is to start taking care of oneself.
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