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Mental safety in your pocket
Introduction
The 20th century saw hundreds of apocalyptic prophecies that accused the rapid development of technical civilization and urbanization being anti-human tendencies. According to some the Internet and the mobile telephony strengthen these tendencies as, so the argument goes, both offer their users virtual relationships instead of personal connections and isolate them from their real physical environment.

In this paper I argue that although there may be cases when these claims are true, both the Internet and especially the mobile phone strengthen those connections that are crucial for our mental wellness. The strength of a relationship between two persons is expressed mostly by proxemic distance and the formality of language use. When communicating via these channels physical distance becomes irrelevant from the point of view of expressing closeness between the communicating partners, thus it is almost exclusively the language use that mirrors the degree of intimacy between them. I observe those features of mobile language use that are able to reflect a strong relationship between people. My claim is that these characteristics do not simply reflect the degree of intimacy but also remarkably contribute to construct a new reality of personal relationships in which primary connections with relatives and close friends play the most important role – as they did before the development of industrial societies.

Cell phone and safety
It is a common place that the cell phone can guarantee our safety in many situations. It can save lives, it is very useful if we need to call a mechanist to a broken car, it makes sure we are available for our business partners, and we may control where the kids are.

A somewhat less mentioned function of cell phone is that it can work as a personal shield, when we do not want to socialize with strangers or even with familiar people around us: in a restaurant or at a station, or during a travel on a train. Some women, being  on their own in a bar or in a café, use their cell phones even as their virtual „bodyguards” to protect themselves against „predatory males” as Kate Fox (2001) puts it. Cell phone, in these situations, serves as a tool of self-isolation, similarly to several other forms of media, e.g. books, newspapers, or discmans.

But there is a major difference between the cell phone and the „classic isolating tools” listed above. Cell phone does not only rise a wall between its user and his or her environment  but, at the same time, it offers the possibility its user to be connected to those who are emotionally important for him or her. Thus, cell phone seems to be an appropriate tool for social-bonding, i.e. to build and maintain close-knit networks.

The safety of virtual presence and co-presence
According to the findings of evolutionary psychology, the human brain had evolved among the circumstances early humanids lived in and for the tasks they needed to do in the dawn of humankind. Dunbar (1996) argues that the human brain is wired for treating social relationships in a group not much larger than 150 people, moreover, human beings felt socially convenient in smaller groups of about 30 people, being in really close relationships with only 4 or 5 people at a time. He also claims that these mental conditions determine the human behavioral patterns even today. It means that we are designed for living in small, close-knit social networks.

Urbanization and technology are often accused to alienate people and playing a major role in the increase of mental illnesses, e.g. depression. Much less is mentioned, though some highlight that the new generation technologies, like the Internet and especially the mobile phone are very effective tools against the sense of alienation, loneliness, and isolation. Meyrowitz (2003) sees people networked through technology „global nomads in the digital veldt”, and points to the fact that non-geographic, virtual groups act together for economic, social and political purposes — just like small tribes in the ancient days. Following Dunbar (1996), Fox (2001) argues that gossiping is crucial for forming social boundaries in a community, and she calls mobile phones „the new garden fence”, i.e. the medium of transferring gossips.

Wether we accept or not that any virtual connection can function as good as face-to-face interactions, depends mostly on the notion we have about „presence”. According to Lombard and Ditton (1997, 4) presence is related to intimacy and immediacy, and they state (1997, 9) that presence is „the perceptual illusion of non-mediation”.

Blascovich (2002, 129) sees presence „a psychological state in which the individual perceives himself or herself as existing within an environment”. His definition aligns to what Schroeder (2002, 2—3) states saying that presence, i.e. „the feeling of being there” is dependent both on the participants’ mental states and on constraints of the technology. He also claims that virtual reality technology allows the users to have a feeling of being present in and to interact with an environment other than the one they are in.

Robertson and Oberlander (2002, 6—7) found that it is possible to experience a high degree of social and communicative presence also in text-based virtual environments, and that tone of voice, facial expressions, and body language i.e. those features of communication that characterize only face-to-face interactions, „are no prerequisites for true intimacy”.

Thus, physical presence does not seem to be a prerequisite for „feeling to be there”. But there is another condition which does. After the analysis of different kinds of computer mediated conversations in virtual world games Örnberg (2003) found that functioning communication was a prerequisite for the feeling of co-presence. Taylor (2002, 42), investigating virtual worlds and the importance of the „body” (avatars, figures) through which the representation of a user in the game is constructed, claimed that such a representation is not enough „to feel to be there”, and it is only the interaction with others that makes the user possible to feel present.

Considering the fact that people keep strong connections through digital communicational channels mostly with those who they know personally (or, after a certain closeness built through virtuality, they want to meet personally each other), it can be stated that virtual communication is not instead of face-to-face communication. Rather, it complies face-to-face conversations, adding new forms to the set of communicational channels.

It seems that technology mediated communication creates the possibility of virtual presence and co-presence: the feeling of being at a place where we would like to be, the feeling of not being left out of some events at we want to participate, and the feeling of „being there” together with someone we like — even if „there” is the cyberspace.

Human relationships: reflected and constructed in language use
Cell phone and computer mediated communication do even more than giving the experience of presence and co-presence. It directs the communication towards informality, and, since linguistic informality is a cardinal sign of closeness in a relationship, it strengthens human connections.

The engine of this process is the nature of human language. When we speak we need to choose words and grammatical forms from a large set of variables in which all words and all grammatical forms would express the same or very similar meanings. Thus, these choices do not change the meaning of the core semantical content we want to say but express our identity chosen in the moment of speaking, and express our relationship with and attitudes towards our communication partner and the whole context of the communication, including the topic, the setting, the purpose of communication, the event within which the utterance is produced, and included the channel that mediates the communication.
 The interaction of these factors determine the style we choose: style in this sense is a scale with very formal language use on one end and very informal language use on the other. There are cases when all factors of a communicational event direct to the same point of the style scale, these characteristic or schematic co-appearance is called a domain of language use.
 These domains, however, appear in their full form very rarely. Rather, they are in conflict, and normally there is one factor that is held, unconsciously, the most important — this is the one that dominates the others at choosing the style.

Style, i.e. the degree of formality of language use, does not only reflect how we judge the elements of a discourse and what relationship we suppose to exist between them. As style is associated strongly to a certain set of relationships between the factors of a communicational situation, the chosen style itself, through this associational link, also forms the connections between the factors. In other words: style mirrors and, at the same time, constructs the interrelations between the factors of a communicational situation, included closeness between the partners. It also means that informal style can be a sign of a close relationship but it also constructs the interpretation that the speech partners are in close social bonds.

The language use of computer texts and the cell phone
The language use in computer mediated discourses, including e-mail messages as well as cell phone conversations and texting varies as much as it does through any other channel, depending on the interaction of the discourse factors. However, since the channel itself is one factor that influences the choice of style, we can consider what degree of formality is associated to these technological channels in general.

It is obvious that both computer and cell phone mediated speech and texts may be highly formal as well as highly informal, just like a letter or a telephone call can be an official or a personal  one. The question is what style is more strongly associated to these channels. The development of such an associative connection is crucial in determining what style the channel will invoke. As Hutchby (2001) stresses, the ways we interact with each other is not only influenced by the fact that we are connected through technology, but the users themselves construct the cultural and interactional domains of the technological tools.

Though it may seem strange, the linguistic literature of computer mediated texts has only recently begun to grow, nevertheless, in a striking measure. The early birds were mostly seminar papers written by students, and the first general review of computer mediated discourses was published first in 2001 (Crystal 2001). Computer mediated communication (referred often as CMC) includes e-mail messaging, chat, bulletin boards, virtual worlds, world wide web texts, and instant messaging.

The story of research on cell phone communication seems to be similar to that of CMC as there are only a few specifically linguistic research published on the topic yet.
 Although the linguistic features of CMC mostly characterize cell phone texting and conversation as well, cell phone communication (CPC) is not much mentioned in the linguistic literature.

The language use of CMC, according by most authors, differs remarkably from any other form of communication in that it displays the properties of both writing and speech. Baron (2000, 252) sees the language of e-mail „a language in flux”, a hybrid of other communicative modes. Crystal (2001, 48) finds the differences large enough to call the language of CMC a „third medium” that shares the elements of speech, writing, and electronically mediated properties.

In the following I will consider the more or less general features of CPC and the effect these features may have on the formality of style. Though I will concentrate on CPC, most of its linguistic features seems to be shared properties with CMC.

Topics in CPC
Not only the language use of CPC, but also the topics mediated via this channel vary — as they do mediated through other channels of communication. In the early days of mobile communication, when mobile phoning was rather expensive, most people tried to constrain their cell phoning activities, using their phones mostly in emergency situations or for short business talks. Although there are many, who did not change much their views about what cell phone is for, most cell phone users attribute many more functions to their kits.

In a national survey carried out in Britain (Fox 2001), it turned out that although 33 percent of the informants said they used their mobile phones for „emergency only”, the term „emergency” may need to be re-defined in their usage. As further analysis pointed out, „emergency” has begun to mean more and more „therapeutic” chatting or gossiping with a person who is emotionally close to the user.

Another all-over-the-world function of cell phone seems to be courting.
 Especially, but not exclusively, young people prefer texting to establish a new relationship or to maintain and sometimes to finish an existing one. Texting seems to be more comfortable for these purposes since it offers a shield to save one’s face if needed, gives a little more time to plan an answer than in face-to-face interaction or in voice calls, and can be executed in almost any situation, in spite of distance and without the risk that someone’s overhearing would disturb our privacy.

A third kind of CPC „genre” is the messages sent or calls dialed simply for being related to someone who is emotionally close to us. Messages or calls like „any news?”, „I’m over, went OK”, „what’s with you”, „hi there”, „ready yet?”, „it’s sunny here, I send you some sunshine”, „waiting in the hospital, pretty nervous”, „tired like a dog, how about you”, „there’s a thunderstorm here, you would love it”, etc. inform the other about mundane events, fleshes of emotions, „little nothings” of everyday life. However, this is probably the most important thing a cell phone can do. These purely „relating” texts (when the intention of communication is almost exclusively the relation itself) enable us to participate in each other’s life, to be aware of the other’s emotional state, to know right in time when the events are happening, simply to know how everything is going with the other. Mostly the shared knowledge of „little nothings” establish the common background on which close, even if only dyadic, social bonds can be built. The relating messages and the answers we react to them creates the experience of co-presence, i.e. that „we are there” if needed, both in the best and worst moments, even if only virtually.

To sum up: besides business calls we use our cell phones mostly for gossiping, courting and saying „little nothings” to each other. In other words: we use the cell phone for the same purposes as ordinary, every-day speech. There is, actually, nothing surprising in it: as Reeves and Nass (1996) claim, the study of face-to-face human behavioral patterns is fairly indicative of the results of interaction in different contexts. Except official business calls, the topics in the routine use of cell phone point to the informal end of the style scale.

Code: the linguistic features of CPC

The most mentioned, and for some who are not familiar with SMS, maybe a shocking feature of texting is that the violation of orthography is almost an obligatory rule in it. This may include letter and space omission, the absence of capitalization and punctuation, the use of colloquial abbreviations and acronyms. Misspellings are perceived as a result of typing speed, and they are not corrected, moreover, in order to express informality, they may be intended as well. To imitate speech, phonetic spelling is also common.

The second most mentioned feature of texting is probably its high emotionalility. In spite the common absence of punctuation in general, punctuation marks may be used multiplied emphatically. Emotions are expressed not only with emoticons but also with emphatic words.

Another linguistic feature of texting is its dialogue-like composition. Texting partners normally change more messages „talking” with each other, and the messages are organized as turns in a conversation. It means that the utterances are much less explicit than they are in other written genres since the writer takes the content of the previous turns a shared knowledge — as we do in spoken conversations. Also discourse markers appear often in texted messages.

The sentences — if there are at all sentences in the texted message — are less explicit than in other kinds of written texts also in „single” messages (that do not intend to open a texting dialogue). The composition is often elliptic, omitting e.g. the „unnecessary” pronouns as in telegraphs. The sequence of thoughts is less planned, their arrangement is more spontaneous, reflecting closer the process of thinking.

The absence of conventional features characteristic for letter writing or telephone calls is often mentioned as a property of cell phone communication. Neither letter writing conventions — addressing and signature — in texting,
 nor conventional telephone beginning forms are needed in CPC as the address book built in the phone identifies the sender or the caller.
 At cell phone calls, a new function appears: the caller often asks for a confirm to ensure the call is not inappropriate in that moment. It resembles the well known „excuse” in telephone conversations (at least in Hungarian) but differs from that remarkably in the formality of language use. The telephone excuse is much more formal („sorry I disturb you”; „am I disturbing you?”) than the cell phone questions („can you speak now?”, „can we speak?”, „is it ok now?”; „where are you now?”).
 Close friends or relatives rarely use these forms either as they know that the called person would not answer the call in an inappropriate situation or would tell immediately he or she cannot speak.

Beyond the technical explanation (i.e. the address book of the phone does the identifying work) I want to highlight the relation-bonding consequence of this property. The absence of addressing and signature in texting makes us feel we are in a perpetual conversation with our texting partners as no linguistic markers of finishing and restarting appear in the dialogue. Thus, even after a month of „sleeping”, the once started dialogue is activated immediately as the text message arrives.

All these features prove that Bolter’s (2001, 73) statement about CMC is valid for texting as well: the implicit model of creating the message is not the written text but face-to-face or telephone conversation. This is of special importance from the viewpoint of formal vs. informal language use: „spoken language” as a general category is associated strongly with informal styles while „written language” is associated mostly with formal styles.

Channel
All the properties listed above are strongly connected to the fact that unlike telephone, cell phone belongs not to a place but to a person. Cell phones, moreover, are highly personalized by their users with building their own address book, attributing different ringing tones or music to different persons, adding voice tags to contacts, filling the calendar and to-do list with duties, storing text messages (sorted in files), images, videos, and sound clips to take always with us, creating welcome notes and logos, as well as appropriate profiles for different situations, etc.

With a mobile phone one can move out of the hearing distance of other people, and normally there is little risk that it is not the called person who answers the call, listens the voice message or reads the text message. Thus cell phone is safer to mediate intimacy than any other non face-to-face channel. This is what makes cell phone calls and texting almost as personal as face-to-face conversation is. 

Most cell phone owners always take their phones with them and many of them, especially the younger users, never or very rarely (like during a flight) switch them off. Where it would be bothering or inconvenient to receive a call, e.g. in a theater or movie, at a piano concert, during a lecture or a class, they simply turn the silent mode on. This possibility leaves the channel of communication open to carry on silent activities: texting, or reading e-mails, the news, the weather forecast, checking wether a plane has landed yet, interviews in wap magazines and with a headset, it is even possible to listen the voice messages we have, to watch tv or listen to radio channels mediated through wap.

These activities can be life saving at a boring, long meeting or trip. Still, it is more important that through the open communication channel, in the middle of a room full of strangers, in a depressing or simply dull situation we can virtually be with those with whom we are in close relationship. We can instantly share our experiences with them,
 ask them for help to solve a problem, get some comfort from them — or simply escape from the situation we are physically in to a mentally safer virtual environment. And it is even more than that. Since the channel we use is insensible for others, and we are not supposed to carry on the activities we are doing, this „secret” character of communication in itself indicates the feeling of intimacy.

Thus, cell phone as the channel of communication can be seen as an extended part of the body: if the book or other information storing media are our extended memory, then the cell phone is not only our extended language organs, ears, eyes, and memory but also the extended endorphin producing part of the brain. These properties of the channel make the context of language use much less relevant than in forms of communication through other channels: the setting and the event can be more constraining even in face-to-face interactions. Cell phone is a path to hide in a safe cave.

Needless to say, all these features, the highly personal character of the channel, the safety of communication when using it as well as the intimacy attached to its use in some situations invoke informal style.

Conclusion
In cell phone communication, the preferred topics, the linguistic features, and special properties associated to the channel direct towards the informal end of style scale of language use. Crystal’s (2001, 242) statement about the informality of CMC language use is definitely valid for CPC language use as well: the general informality of language connected to these media, does not weaken the informal—formal distinction but extends and sharpens it.

This creates a situation when most genres of CPC (and CMC) are becoming associated with informality, and, as a consequence, the general features of language use of this channel indicate close relationship between the communicating partners. Thus, cell phone does not only fulfill our desire for a perpetual contact
 with those who are important for us, but also affects the communication in a way that we feel closer to the ones we are communicating with.
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�About the disturbances cell phoning may cause in public spaces, see Katz 2003.


�These are known as important factors of discourse, see e.g. Brown and Yule (1983: 38—39).


�Such a domain is for instance the „office” where we normally speak with strangers, there are possible overhearers, the purpose is to arrange something, the topic is most probably something „official”, the setting is a public space, etc. In this case all the factors point to the formal end of style scale. In the domain of „home”, however, the partners are normally family members or friends, the purpose is chatting, the topic is daily issues, the setting is our familiar room, etc., so all the factors invoke informal language use.


�I exclude world wide web texts from the investigation of CMC, since they fail to show the feature of interactivity which is coral to my considerations here.


�See e.g. Schegloff 2002a on the beginnings of cell phone conversations and Ellwood-Clayton 2003 on texting.


�In the following I keep CMC for what it traditionally refers, and will refer to cell phone communication (both conversation and texting) as CPC.


�Inspired by Orwell’s term he names this new kind of media Netspeak — without the pejorative connotations of Newspeak.


�See e.g. Ellwood-Clayton 2003.


�Most of the linguistic features of CPC is characteristic for CMC as well, see Crystal 2001.


�These properties are more visible in e-mails, where there are no length constrains. In e-mail messages also the proportion of first and second person pronouns exceed the proportion used in conventional letters, similarly to speech (Yates 1996, 41—42).


�The signature is surplus in e-mails as the message itself contains the identification of the sender. According to Crystal (2001, 105) the signature in e-mails serves two functions: it indicates that further scrolling down is unnecessary, and identifies the author when the message is forwarded to other recipients.


�In cases when the sender or caller knows that his or her number is probably not in the address book of the addressee, he or she applies the conventional forms of letters and phone calls.


�On the formulating of availability and location in the phone calls of Swedish teens see Weilenmann forthcoming.


�It is quite usual that cell phone owners whose phone is able to mediate multimedia messages, send images, videos or sound clips from a concert or other interesting events to their friends.


�See Katz and Aakhus 2002.
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