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THE MOBILE PHONE: TOWARDS NEW
CATEGORIES AND SOCIAL

RELATIONS1

Leopoldina Fortunati
University of Udine, Italy

Abstract

The debate over the social use of the mobile phone has been enriched by a large
amount of information and reflection as to how this instrument has modified
interpersonal relations, changed roles in the family, re-defined the limits of
communicative possibilities, rewritten the present functioning of institutions such
as hospitals and schools, as well as the modus operandi of criminal organizations,
intensified work rhythms, rationalized the organization of work relations, in a
word, how the use of the mobile has profoundly changed society.2 On the
contrary, less attention has been dedicated to the reconstruction and analysis of
the impulse that its users have given the mobile (see its unexpected transfor-
mation, from the king of orality to a means of writing and reading). The main
thesis of this article is that the mobile is changing not only society, but above all
the framework in which society lives. This framework is made up of space and
time as its primary determinations, which are able to integrate, stabilize and
structure reality. The mobile changes reality in its widest sense, or rather its social
representation. Let us remember with McLuhan (1964), Meyrowitz (1985) and
many other scholars, that the medium is not only the message, but also a specific
concept of time and space, that is, a specific dimension of existence. In the
following sections, above all the changes that have been brought about to space
and time will be dealt with, and then how the statute of the presence and absence
of individuals in social space is modified will be analysed, how the relation between
modern citizens changes radically with public space, and finally how the
democratic process is enriched by further implementations.

Keywords

mobile phone, space, time, public space, democracy, social
relations

METAMORPHOSIS OF SPACE AND TIME

That the use of communicative technologies has modified the relationship of
modern citizens with space and time is so obvious that it goes without saying.
This analysis gives a sense of the old and stale, due not only to its over-inflated use,
but also the fact that in most cases it is just a generic statement. The expansion of
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space and time, the instantaneous nature of communication at a distance, the new
ubiquity of human beings, have become dead metaphors.

What has happened is that on the one hand scholars have not been able to take
up the thread of the debate developed by the classics on this theme, sometimes
very fruitful, on the other, they have not managed to give the various instruments
inside these processes their due weight. So it would be very important to make
up for these two shortcomings by (a) implementing with the help of the classics
the quality of the analysis of the influence of communicative and information
technologies on space and time; (b) articulating this analysis, with the purpose of
calibrating the role of each instrument (for example, what has the mobile phone
changed that had not already been changed by fixed telephony?).

We shall begin to do this by setting out some observations as to how the relation
of individuals with space and time has changed with the spread of the mobile
phone. Through communicative technologies (including means of transport)
modern-day citizens, it has been said, have increased the level of social produc-
tivity, not only rationalizing and therefore making the organization of the world
of work and the domestic sphere more productive but also constructing new
perceptions and categories of time and space (Harvey 1990; Thompson 199S;
Jedlowski 1999; Crang and Thrift 2000). The increase in the capacity to perceive
space-time inevitably leads to a metamorphosis inside the psychically active entity
and quality of space-time itself (Simmel 1983; Cassirer 1989).

Modern-day citizens 'work' space and time to try to increase them, seeing that
they are scarce resources (Luhmann 1988). The attempt is to enlarge the surface
of space and the duration of time by means of communicative technologies. Space
has widened out horizontally, lengthened out vertically, and at the same time is
perceived as a background; while time is experienced in all its extensions and
expanded in thickness. Space and time have thus become the new frontiers of
increased social productivity. The mobile phone has a privileged role in this
technological transformation of time and space, even if it carries the word, that
is, mediates an action with a low-energy content such as communication (which
makes this power of transformation even more magical and astonishing).

What space and time has the mobile found itself interacting with? With a
space that was already transformed before, developing its technological aspect,
informative, multicultural, mobile and relational, in short, becoming a complex
space, not immediately easy to understand. The increasing difficulty in people's
immediate and effective relation with space, which has become increasingly
difficult to understand, has been an important element at the base of the spread
and success of the mobile phone. This instrument, in fact, has enabled people to
somehow attenuate their anxiety and bewilderment in the face of this new quality
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and dimension of space. The mobile phone is a device that enables people, when
they perceive the surrounding environment as extraneous to them, to contact
somebody of their intimate circle, that is, to activate the reassuring procedure of
recognition. In other words, people react to the lack of informative immediacy
of the place, strengthening communicative immediacy with their social networks
by means of the mobile. What has happened is that there has been a classic shift,
a phenomenon that often takes place in the human psyche, when facing up to
something directly is a problem or creates too much suffering. Space has obviously
turned out to be devoid of it, de-valorized.

As a consequence, public space, where people meet one another, or the
stranger or acquaintance, is becoming less and less univocal with the introduction
of the mobile phone (Simmel 1983). The use of the mobile in fact means that the
non-univocity of space, already put into crisis by that the ubiquity which the fixed
phone ensured, deepens. You have in fact the possibility of choosing more easily
between the physical space which you physically go through and the psychological
space of the intimacy of your networks of relationships. That is, you have the
possibility of choosing between the public space of streets, stations, means of
transport and the private space of interpersonal relationships, between chance
socialness which may develop with those who happen to be passing by, and chosen
socialness (e.g. with the friends you decide to call on your mobile phone). And it
is obvious that the choice always falls on the second, if only because it represents
the encroaching 'new'.

This phenomenon is evident in means of transport. Compartment con-
versation, a typical communicative mode in which nothing very important is
said, is increasingly often silenced by selected but artificial conversations (that
is, by the mobile). The individual is in one place, as a physical presence, but
virtually, as an immaterial presence, he or she is elsewhere. An elsewhere that
takes on an ever-increasing fascination, because it gives the reality of space a new
connotation. Physical space in fact is emptied of significance, becomes less dense
as thickness, as the dimension of virtual space is grafted on to it. This phenomenon
has however the implication that more and more distance is created with the
unknown. Today it is difficult to surrender oneself to 'unknown lands' because
one can face them armed with a mobile, thus defended by the socialness of one's
point of departure.

As said above, it is increasingly evident that between chosen and chance sociality
the interest is much more on chosen, even if this is virtual. In fact, the more one
is forced into mobility, that is, into travelling great distances towards the
unknown, die more one has to stress relations with what is familiar. The possibility
of choosing the kind of sociality that one wishes to express often leads to the
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creation of greater distances, or anyway to not creating closeness with strangers
or half-strangers. Another element that makes people lean towards chosen
socialness, but virtual, is the disparity of information that they have on the person
present and on their mobile interlocutor: the person present declares his or her
willingness, they are there, it is possible to speak together even a few minutes
afterwards, whereas it is not known in what situation the person who telephones
finds himself, and whether it will be possible to postpone the conversation.
Therefore, at least the first contact, that is, the phatic aspect of mobile
conversation, is difficult to avoid.

The consequence is that the public space is no longer covered in full, lived in
all its aspects, stimuli and prospects, but is kept in the background of an itinerant
cellular 'intimacy'. Thus the possibility of a nomadic intimacy is achieved, but at
the same time there is the giving up, discovering and living directly everything
that social space can offer. Therefore, public space becomes a background, the
public dimension is put into a minority, takes on less importance, and chance
socialness becomes less attractive. In this way however the aspects of predictability
and uniformity of existence are emphasized. Also in terms of just the commu-
nicative aspect, always speaking over the mobile phone with one's own intimate
circle of persons, instead of conversing with people met anywhere, outside home,
implies remaining closed inside a rigid and inert kind of discourse, because one
tends to say the same things, to repeat the same procedures in conversation, and
so on.

These sclerotic aspects of communication are also made more acute by die fact
that people tend to flee from them, in that they have lost die capacity of mediating
reciprocal interests at a social level, empathy towards their interlocutor,
negotiation (Fortunati 1998). The reason for this flight is to be seen in the fact
that there is a situation of stalemate in fundamental relations, those of man/
woman, parents/children and so on. The mobile represents a way of getting
round the problem: people recuperate new communicative modes (the some-
where else, ubiquity, the just in time), to valorize communication technologically,
which remains however lacking on the plane of meaning. To avoid conflicts, in fact,
people learn to be silent or to talk little or to talk about this and that of no
importance. From some research (cf. for example Fortunati 1994), it emerges
that conversations in the family are radier short and instrumental. The low value
of what people communicate in everyday life seems to be reflected also in
conversations over the mobile phone, where the communicative mode keeps to
the principle of 'maximum fusion'. The contents of mobile calls in fact reveal 'a
greater interest in presenting than representing the world, describing experi-
ences rather than exploring their meanings, exhibiting participation rather than
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analysing' (Minnini 1999: 57). Some limits of 'natural' communication are
certainly overcome by means of the mobile, but the semantic aspect remains
irremediably in dissolution, in the sense that, as Simmel writes (1991: 38), the
transmission speed of communication does not improve the value of what people
communicate. On the contrary, mediated communication lowers the quality of
the communicative performance, as far as to deprive it of the support afforded
by non-verbal language, proxemics, kinesics, etc. (cf. Contarello 2002). The
authentic euphoria aroused by telephone techniques, continues Simmel, is the
result of a kind of usurpation of the interest in technical modes, which at present
are secondary to the problem of value of content, which remains primary.
Communication however turns out on the whole to be reinforced by the new
performance possible through technology, because, at this point, from being a
means in the hands of humankind technology is running the risk of becoming the
end (if that has not already happened), starting that overturning of means into ends
described by Hegel in Science of Logic (1812—16).

Communicative technologies, made, as Gilder (1996) says, of sand, glass and
air, and among them especially the mobile phone, have also modified the mental
representation of the other structural element that lives in a total inter-penetration
with space: time. The mechanical representation of time is more and more
unacceptable at a social level. In other words, the abstract, uniform and unitary
time of the clock is sinking further and further down in relation to electric and
satellite time. With the possibility of perpetual contact, the mobile phone ends
in fact by shaping time as a container of potentially continuing connection. Which
means that the use of the mobile leads to the application to interpersonal
communication of a pattern of connecting times similar to that guaranteed by the
world of information, which tends to transmit 24 hours a day.

Time, it has been said, has been stretched out. But in what sense? In the sense
that, seeing that its temporal duration cannot be modified, its thickness has
expanded. The mobile, much more than the fixed phone, makes it possible to
speak and do various actions at the same time as it is being used: walking, driving,
and so on. Doing more than one thing at the same time allows you to live a double
or triple life, even if this obviously raises your level of stress. The mind gets used
to spreading attention in various directions. Certainly it is less brilliant attention,
more opaque, but it enables people to cope with multiple actions. As Thrift (2001:
2) points out, 'the ability to register, understand and engineer smaller spaces and
times is a critical element of modern organisation'.

The mobile in particular forces people to ask themselves about the compactness
of what they are doing. It forces them to single out the pauses in their actions, the
pores, the cracks in time, so as to get hold of and to make communicative use of
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them. More than novice Prousts (in remembrance of things past) people are
becoming severe engineers of times and methods of Taylorian memory. But it is
no longer a question (or not only) of factory time, so much as the daily time of
the social labourer.

The mobile, for example, has definitely saved communicativeness and therefore
work, affective and psychological time in traffic hold-ups on the motorway, queues
in banks or at the post office, and public offices. The time, that is, that we consider
wasted, unproductive. In fact people waste less and less time, in that they use it
to speak with their mobile, if only to activate the umbilical cord that enables them
to reduce anxiety and uncertainty.

The use of the mobile has also changed the spatialization of time, typical
of 'natural' communication, and also telephone communication. The time of
physiological disconnection that once regulated the communicative flow inside
social relations tends to be drastically reduced. These moments of pause, which
were very precious, structured the network of relations inside a rhythm of
presence/absence. At the same time, these moments could also be filled with
reflection, possible adventures, observation of events, reduction of the uniformity
of our existences, and so on. From this angle it is as if the advent of the mobile
had obscured the positive aspects of things past, underlining only their negative
aspects. What is more, the mobile ends up by supporting social thoughtlessness
about time, which is perceived as something to fill up to the very smallest folds.

The loss of diastemic awareness in the administration of time (Dorfles 1980),
however, can have very harmful effects on social and above all emotional relations.
In the same way as communication also feeds off silence, so seduction needs to
cultivate absence: if we eliminate absence and silence, relationships are exposed
to premature deterioration, because the rhythmic and aesthetic dimensions of
time are lost (Fortunati 2002).

PRESENT ABSENCES: AN INCREASINGLY

FREQUENT OXYMORON

The modifications that, armed with the mobile, people bring to space and time
are so powerful that they also affect them, and their body, which is the first mode
of extension of the individual in space. In the same way as space, people acquire
— as will be seen below — the capacity to split themselves into two, to be present
and absent at the same time, as well as keeping their body in the background.

With the spread of the mobile, that is, the phenomenology of the presence of
individuals in social space also changes, in that individuals apparently present in
a given place are actually only half-present. They are present in body, but their
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attention, mind and senses can at any moment, after a ring of the mobile phone,
be drawn elsewhere by their communication network, which can contact them
at any moment. If until yesterday the presence of individuals in flesh and blood in
social space meant material and immaterial accessibility to their person on the part
of those present, today this accessibility has become more limited. On the cultural
plane one can observe that the binary opposition presence/absence has undergone
the same effect as the opposition life/death, in that in both these oppositions
the boundaries between the two concepts are no longer clear. In the same way as
people no longer know up to what point an individual is alive and from what point
he is to be considered dead (the concept of death, as Baudrillard (1976) writes,
has in fact passed from heart attack to flat encephalogram, and tomorrow, we do
not know . . . ), in the same way people do not quite understand up to where they
are present in space or absent. Individuals today, when they are present, are not
so completely; they are present, yes, with continuity in their physical part, but
discontinuity in the immaterial part. As vampires are alive but not living, or if we
prefer, the dead who return to life in certain conditions, in the same way people
are present in space, but potentially also absent.

But how is it that people have managed to accept that their presence in space
should be emptied out? How is it that artificial communication can have the better
of natural communication? We can find an answer to this question in certain
historical moments. For example, with the advent of the small screen, people's
attention shifted away from natural communication, fragmenting it with TV
consumption. Initially people learned to talk while they were watching TV at
home. Then with the mobile they developed this tendency even more, learning
to answer a call, having no scruple to brusquely interrupt an already-ongoing
conversation with somebody. That is, what people got used to doing was diverting
attention from interpersonal communication in favour of a virtual conversation,
over a distance. In the same way as people hushed their family members so as to
be able to watch TV, so in the case of the mobile, they suspend their flesh and blood
interlocutor while they talk into the mobile, with the effect that they give the
person at the other end more attention than the person in front of them. To
respond to that question that we asked at the beginning of this section, it is the
previous de-valorization of 'natural' communication that is the element that has
implicitly permitted the emptying out of people's presence in space, both as
bystanders and as users of the mobile.

The individual's current ambiguous dimension of presence/absence in space
means the restructuring also of the sense of belonging to places, which is a main
pivot of the sense of belonging. What actually happens is that it becomes
transformed into the sense of belonging to one's communicative network. Those
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affective elements that are lost in the relation with space are transferred to a social
level, that is loyalty, the sense of identification, familiarity, stability, security, and
so on.

This shift makes it possible, on the other hand, to suffer less from nostalgia, a
tormenting feeling which frequently accompanies immigration, mobility, tourism
and so on, and which is connected to the sense of loss of one's own relationship
with a place. People are also suffering less nostalgia in respect to home, a place
where they spend less and less time. The less close relation that people have today
with their homes actually lacerates affective equilibrium not only at a generic
psychological level, but also at the deep structure of the imagination. The home
in fact brings up images of the sacred space and Paradise-like centre inside the
constellation of intimacy (Durand 1963). A less firm relation with it cannot
help causing on the one hand great pain, and on the other, a greater secularization
of space. But this pain of separation from home becomes something that can be
borne more easily, as there is a kind of remedy for it through the mobile. This
instrument in fact makes the experience of separation less final, and also makes
it possible to transform de-sacralized space into social space.

So, the use of the mobile ends up by reinforcing profane space, constructing a
space without addresses, without precise localizations, playing down the specif-
ically geographical and anagraphical aspect. Last of all, the use of the telephone,
and especially of the mobile phone, ends up by attenuating the social inertia given
by the home's being immobile in space (Leonini 1988), to the point that the
mobile phone in itself becomes a true mobile home.

However, the partial mode of adhering to a single place is translated at the
same time into a sense of more or less potential belonging to many places. Let us
analyse this point by point: space expands, vertically, with suffering.

Space, we said, expands. It expands, of course, only at a virtual level, but the
expansion is inexorably beyond the horizon that we see and the sense dimensions
that we feel. And it expands both horizontally and vertically. On the horizontal
plane space widens out on the surface, not easy to read, as a fragmentary juxta-
position of places. In reality, rather than being a real widening out of space, it is
a bouncing back and forth from one place to another, interrupting the continuity
of space itself. The most interesting widening out is perhaps what happens on the
vertical plane. In fact, mobile communications travel in the space above people,
in the air, so that the latter end up by occupying and englobing the ether, if only
at a communicative level, detaching themselves from space as materiality, as brute
matter. Which means that at the mass level people are taking possession, secretly,
of the sky, leaving behind the anchorages of worldly reality. This wrapping up of
space in a vertical sense means that as the sky is a space of light consistency
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(difficult to decipher but, even more, to perceive), public social space loses on
the whole in consistency, becoming more rarefied. We could say that on a mass
level people are trying out a new kind of living, at least as far as communicative
means are concerned, halfway up. In a certain sense, they are creating a bridge
between living in a terrestrial mode and living in space, in orbit. This widened
dimension of the real that people are now living is not only fantastic but real. If
the Internet is really creating the conditions for humanity's taking on a planetary
consciousness (Longo 1998), the mobile is not far behind. It is the crisis of the
sense of belonging to one single place that may be leading people to develop a
sense of belonging to an unlimited space. Astronauts, on the other hand, are not
only explorers of space, but are also the guinea pigs for the new mass production
for the earth. From clothes to food to architecture, to design, furnishing, art: the
real is being reshaped starting from the cosmic (Francalanci 1999).

This restructuring of people's sense of belonging to places is not without its
suffering, because the change of such an important psychological structure
inevitably causes a sense of uncertainty, insecurity and confusion.

UNCONTROLLED APPROPRIATION OF PUBLIC

SPACE

The public/private is an opposition whose terms have become rather unclear
with time, because the spheres of public and private have produced not a
few areas of intersection in their evolution. Think of the feminist slogan of the
1970s 'private is political', the purpose of which was to underline the political,
and therefore public, dimension of domestic space and the relations that exist
inside it.

In this situation the mobile, already in itself complex, created a little extra
confusion. Let us start by considering social space as public space. It is not only
the space where processes of coming together and separating of individuals take
place, but also that in which these processes have to be based on shared principles
and collective norms, as the space in which they happen is subject to the protection
of the state. When you telephone from a train compartment or in the street,
forcing your own private conversation on to those present, in that moment you
are appropriating yourself of the space in which you are present, as if it belonged
to you, not to society at large. In that moment, you are erecting around yourself
an imaginary fence, but clearly perceptible to those around you, and this is not
allowed. Taking possession of the area inside that fence, which is the bubble inside
which the conversation with your interlocutor takes place, becomes illegal
appropriation of public space. Of course public space also belongs to the absent
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person with whom you are speaking, but in this situation his right finishes by
expropriating those present of the collective property that in that moment they
share.

Following on the spread of the mobile, a process has been born, from below,
of uncontrolled privatization of entire slices of public space. Public space is
increasingly being subjected to temporary dismantling by modern-day citizens
who exploit it as if it belonged to them. Now, the fact that this expropriation is
temporary and that the space occupied is ethereal attenuates reactions and
confounds interpretations. In fact, people find it difficult to understand what is
happening, hence their hesitation before taking counter-measures.

What distinguishes this process of privatization of public space from that of the
public dimension's penetration of the home, the private place par excellence? It
is different in that for the latter access has so far been regulated democratically,
seeing that the dimension of the public has so far entered homes only with the
consent of those who lived there. The telephone call, for example, could at one
time arrive only if someone signed a contract, giving implicit authorization to
become the object of contact on the part of anybody. On the contrary, priva-
tization of public space takes place in an uncontrolled way, as its mass practice
protects it from precise legislation, and it has involved entire populations.

Public space, subject up to yesterday to the concept of state property, had tacit
rules that placed the public good above the individual. At the communicative
level, that was transformed into a series of norms and laws that regulated for
example permissible behaviour on a communicative plane: not speaking too loud
during the night hours, limiting noise so as not to disturb others, and so on.

The use of the mobile in public spaces has taken concepts, norms and laws by
surprise, catching them on the completely wrong foot. If up to now the approach
developed by sociologists has been to analyse how good manners in social relations
had been changed so radically by the use of this communicative instrument (Ling
1998; Ling et al. 1998), the time has come to change direction. The problem in
fact is much more complex: it is not only a question of aesthetics, of good
behaviour, but also an ethical, legal and political problem.

In this uncontrolled appropriation of public space the modal personality
strengthened by the mobile also has its importance. It is a personality that is able
to govern space in a new way, overcoming inertia and conversing with time,
appropriating itself of its fastest extensions. Secondly, it is a personality that has
the power to construct a communicative network to its own measure, and to
handle it independently of where it happens to be. So, it is a personality that
manages to calm anxiety better than previously, as now it is able to re-establish
contact with the world of security. If it is true, in fact, that mobility and travelling
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in general involve a certain precariousness, temporary loss of autonomy and
insecurity, it is just as true that the mobile makes it possible to compensate for
them through the immediate regaining of one's own stability. Furthermore, this
modal personality strengthened by the mobile is a personality that manages to
reduce uncertainty. It can never be stressed enough how the phatic function of
communication (that is, pure contact), perhaps even more than information,
manages to produce this miracle. It is the possibility of contacting its own
communicative network at any moment that has the powerful effect of reducing
the uncertainty that mobility brings with it.

Lastly, it is a personality that just because of its strong dynamic character is
often subject to the dangers of aggressiveness. Like any instrument, the mobile
gives the person that possesses and uses it its capability and power, which are
progressively losing their magical aspect and becoming standardized abilities
usable potentially by any human being. Given its vast spread, this process of
strengthening but also standardizing the personality takes place on a large scale,
and so this aggressive attitude and behaviour in using it have spread like oil.

As Alberoni (1998) quite rightly says, it is wrong to call the mobile a status
symbol. It is no longer an instrument of social distance and distinction, but of
equality and closeness to others. From a sociological point of view in particular
the mobile has not been a status symbol right from the time of the TACS (Total
Access Communication System) boom, which was born with the clear purpose
of mass diffusion. So if mobiles are not status symbols, what are they? Alberoni
proposes 'mass commodities', or better 'citizenship commodities', that is, a
'must' for modern-day citizens, who no longer have the prestige of those who
were the first to use mobiles. Even if mobiles still have to find a mode of use that
is respectful of democratic values, as well as good manners.

CELL-DEMOCRACY

The modification of one's relation with space through the widespread use of the
mobile has become the premise which will also illuminate the role of this
instrument in the evolution of democratic society (Dutton 1999). It is evident that
the mobile favours the development of democratic relations less than the fixed
phone has done and continues to do. It has a less strong role in this sense than the
fixed phone, because the possibility of the fixed phone to enter every home, in
every place, without differences of race, language and social class, is lost with the
mobile. In fact the mobile leaves it up to individuals when, how and who to give
their mobile phone number. There does not yet exist in Italy, nor in other
countries like France and Great Britain, a mobile phonebook (if ever there will
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be such a thing in these countries). This means that the mobile enables people to
find and be found by those closest to them, in other words by a very limited social
network (and often handled by a direct personal contact and controlled by the
Caller-ID, cf. Katz 1999). Only this network is given permission to call, while
actually reciprocal and official access is not allowed to subscribers as a whole (the
mobile with a card is a further complication in this sense).

The fixed phone on the other hand had been implicated very profoundly in
the construction of the democratic collocation of the citizens of the world. The
more the citizens of this century earned their freedom in social relations and
in anonymity — the crowd without a face and without a name — as a conditio sine
qua non of the attenuation of reciprocal control, the stronger the necessity of
having a place that would transmit the memory of their existence. A place that
could give further information to those who knew too little to contact them. This
place was the telephone directory. The reciprocal pact that citizens agreed upon
was that of putting at the community's disposal information about themselves
(name, surname, address, phone number, and sometimes profession) to guarantee
that they could be found anywhere by anyone, in exchange for the possibility of
being able to do the same with others. Despite their endemic errors, telephone
directories have served for many years as a repertoire of the knowledge of the
population of a country. This situation has partially changed since the possibility,
on request, of not appearing in the phonebook has been introduced. The quite
numerous requests in some countries (for example the figure of 40 per cent is
mentioned for California and about a third for Great Britain) to not be inserted
in the telephone directory has ended up by making a large part of the population
invisible. As a consequence, the phonebook is more and more incomplete and
mutilated. This phenomenon, in which a growing number of subscribers are
removing themselves from other people's knowledge, while being able to have
access to information about them, is producing an unequal information exchange.
This disparity will lead to an ever-greater reluctance on the part of subscribers
on the whole to be traceable. Already now we are heading towards a society in
which access to subscribers' telephone numbers is beginning to be a problem,
causing a democratic involution and great obstacles to the development of traffic.
But, evidently, in mature democracies the disadvantages are more numerous
(undesired calls from advertisers, or inquiries, disturbers, sex maniacs, etc.) than
the advantages that may be obtained for an ever greater number of citizens. The
traceability of citizens will remain, however, an open problem that the mobile will
certainly not be able to resolve.

The implication of the fixed phone in the construction of the democratic
collocation of the citizens of the world has had limits. It has in fact generally
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privileged the head of the family, that is, the under-signer of the telephone
contract. Only his name and surname, in fact, are included in the directory. Wife
and children in most cases have remained a hidden presence inside the telephone
directory, in that they were not officially traceable, unless indirectly, and always
in the context of the family. In fact, if the husband's surname was not known, it
was actually impossible to find married women who had kept their maiden names.
Likewise, in the case of children, to find them it was necessary to know either their
address or their father's name.

However, the fixed phone enabled the mobile to enter into a situation in which
it could quite happily give it (the fixed phone) the task of democratic traceability
and build for itself (the mobile) a made-to-measure sphere of communication,
in which it was the single possessor that decided who to give or not to give their
number to. The mobile in fact gives subscribers a strong possibility to promote
and organize the communicative network, exactly as they want it (even if it is
not rare to receive advertising text messages). The inebriation of being able to
construct a communicative network made to measure has been a strong impulse
behind the success of the mobile in Europe, and especially in Italy. And it has been
so strong, this impulse, that it has driven people to buy more than one mobile, so
as to be able to handle various communicative networks which, with their
different numbers, could not have intersected.

These further communicative possibilities offered by the mobile phone have
been very popular with consumers, because in any case for wide range traceability
they could count on the telephone directory. For this reason the fixed phone
is widely destined to remain in homes, because only through the fixed phone is
it still possible today, but perhaps also in the near and not too distant future, to
guarantee oneself wide access to other citizens and social institutions (there does
not exist even a public repertory of email sites or addresses!). The mobile, despite
its seeming to favour the development of individualism, has also contributed to
implementing the development of democratic society in at least two directions:

(a) it has extended traceability also during movement in space. Uniting mobility/
permanence and mobility/mobility at a communicative level, the mobile has also
extended to dynamic space the same communicative prerogatives as static space;

(b) it has extended individual access to mobile communication also to members
of the family up to yesterday 'invisible' with the fixed phone. That is, the mobile
has extended communicative relational space, lighting up areas of darkness, or
rather the 'empty spaces' formerly not inhabited by anyone.

As for the first point, in a world in which mobility is high, the mobile has
granted the same communicative rights to nomadic persons and those that are
sedentary or immobile. Before the mobile, fixed residential persons were forced
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to lose contact with persons in movement. In fact, when only a small part of the
population moved and the rest was residential, only those that moved could
contact the residential persons, by using public telephones, as only those that had
a fixed phone could be reached. Furthermore, not even persons in movement
could contact one another. These two big obstacles, added to the fact that public
phones were rigid and difficult to use, were overcome by mobile telephony. And
in this sense the mobile has extended the right to communication in the
democratic sense.

As for the second point, members of the family that did not appear in the
telephone directory — wives and children — have had at least access to their own
number with the mobile, and the possibility of handling communicative networks
at an individual level. They remain untraceable, on the whole, or traceable with
indications given at a personal level, but like all the others (including the head of
the family). Also in this sense, the mobile is a 'citizenship commodity', that is, an
instrument of democratization, able to extend access to communication.

CONCLUSIONS

What seems to emerge quite clearly is the role played by the mobile phone in
changes not only and not so much in society, as reality in the wider sense, or
better, in its social representation. The use of this instrument has in fact made
a notable contribution to modifying the social conception of space and time,
determinations capable of integrating, stabilizing and structuring reality. The
mobile has been in fact used widely by modern-day citizens, not only to strengthen
time and space, resources more and more scarce for humankind, but also to
transform social relations with them. The metamorphosis of space and time has
consequently modified the statute of the presence and absence of individuals in
social space, the relation of citizens with public space, and has interacted notably
also in the role played by the mobile in the strengthening of the democratic
process.

NOTES

1 This article is the re-working of a paper presented at the international seminar 'Sosiale

Knonsekvenser av Mobiltelefoni', organized by Telenor, Oslo on 16 June 2000.

2 We may remember the two issues of the French journal Réseaux ( 1994 'La communication

itinérante' and 1998 'Quelques aperçus sur le téléphone mobile') devoted entirely to the mobile

phone; the final report of the European action COST248, edited by Leslie Haddon in 1998

Communications on the Move: The Experience of Mobile Telephony in the 1990s; the three

proceedings of the International Conference ICUST, 'Penser les usages' (1997), 'Usages &.
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Services des Télécommunications à l'heure de Internet' (1999), 'E-usages' (2001); the issue of the

English journal Personal and Ubiquitous Computing (2001 'Mobile Communication and the

Reformulation of the Social Order'), the volumes edited by Katz and Aakhus (2002), Katz

(forthcoming) and Fortunati et al. (2002).
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