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Fig 1.  SatNav advertising for where, when and who you are. 

 

Consorting with the Machine: Mobile Technology and the 

Convergence of Time, Space and Identity. 

 

Norman Taylor 

In their introduction to a collection of essays on history, technology and digital culture, Lauren 

Rabinovitz and Joseph Geil remind us that the ‗information age‘ is conditional and needs to be 

located in a continuum of political, social and psychological uses of antecedent technologies.1  

Though analysis of digital culture therefore demands that we look beyond a single device, the 

examination of an emblematic tool can serve to reveal characteristic changes that are in the 

process of becoming invisible.  This article focuses on the mobile phone to address key markers of 

change, which I argue are common to all technology.  The genesis of this essay is a chapter for a 

book discussing cinematic perspectives on digital culture, in which I argue that conceptualisation 

of space and time impact on notions of identity in a century characterised by the proliferation of 

moving images.  I maintain that our collaboration with functions and affordances provided by 

technology requires a re-assessment of the paradigm shift that the moving image represented.   

The popularity of cheap and available technical devices involves an assimilation of autonomous 

assemblages and functions that may even exploit a human condition.  The following exploration 

is an attempt to articulate subjectivity in the political and economic materiality of an emerging 

culture of convergence, where devices increasingly appeal to a sense of space, time and identity 

across a range of ‗must-have‘ technologies (see Fig.1).   

These broad and abstract 

questions came into sharp focus 

with the spread of computers and 

convergent media at the close of 

the twentieth century.  They still 

figure in academic and everyday 

discussion of an increasingly 

technological society.  After the 

turn of the twenty-first century 

greater awareness of mobile 

phones emerged in adverts for 

cheaper mobile calls, a flurry of 

company take-overs, wireless 

connectivity in public spaces and viability for truly mobile, hand-held computing.  Increasingly 

associated with mobility, phones began to figure in media reports of terrorist events and changed 

behaviour.  By the time I acquired a mobile phone in 2004, for example, general awareness of 

                                                 
1 Rabinovitz, Lauren & Geil, Abraham [eds]  Memory Bytes: History, Technology and Digital Culture. Duke 

University Press, Durham & London.  2004. 
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‗loud‘ behaviour and the iconic status of mobile phones had already peaked in the UK.  An 

apocryphal story – or perhaps an urban myth – of the early 1990s concerned a train passenger 

engaging in loud discussion on his mobile: when someone collapsed in the carriage, passengers 

urged him to stop gossiping and call an ambulance.  He was then forced to admit that his phone 

was a fake and that he had been merely trying to impress!  By the late 1990s a character created 

by Dom Joly in his TV comedy sketch show, Trigger Happy TV, had become a running gag 

involving unsuspecting members of the public being startled by a man suddenly shouting into a 

farcically enlarged mobile phone in a library, park or other public space.  These stories and iconic 

situations constitute discursive unities, which quickly became ‗old‘.  Phones had become compact; 

there was no need for anyone to fake it or brandish ownership as a sign of status.  Everyone was 

talking loudly to someone who was not there. 

Subjectivity and Affect. 

I argue that these cases highlight subjectivity as key to the immersive experience of technology, 

in which bodily extension confirms a sense of the self.  This involves a problematic process of 

identification, which Don Ihde (2002) has approached through a notion of alterity relations.  An 

everyday, subjective immersion in mobile phone communication or personal computer use is now 

so ubiquitous that we do not question how we are being assimilated by its automated assemblage 

– how our perceptions may be contained or controlled by a non-human agency in the apparatus.  

In fact most deviced demand this elision that characterises Ihde‘s alterity, where perception is 

restricted to a relation with the mechanism and often gives numerical values to perception.  This 

is a version of what philosopher Henri Bergson addressed in a notion of affect.  Whether we call it 

immersion, alterity or affect, the commonplace use technology demands an intensity of attention 

that is largely a non-conscious experience.  This is also how Eric Shouse describes the conceptual 

space of affect – it does not necessarily open a channel to another person or imply ―that one 

person‘s feelings become another‘s.‖2  Affect refers to a subjectivity that operates ‘as if’ something 

is so, preceding conscious interpretation or awareness of its processes.   

A proliferation of affect across a range of social and psychological contexts has given rise to key 

conceptual changes in our interaction with the world.  But while the experience of affect can be 

undergone without another person being involved or present, its intensity is increased if a 

simulation of human characteristics such as facial expression, tone of voice, respiration or 

posture come into play.3  While objectors to the first moving images found such impressions 

uncanny, human characteristics nevertheless made the experience of both film and computer 

interaction more palatabl to the techno-phobe.   

                                                 
2  Shouse, Eric. "Feeling, Emotion, Affect." M/C Journal 8.6 (2005). 5 May. 2007: Paragraph 13.   See:   

 http://journal.media-culture.org.au/0512/03-shouse.php : paragraph 14. 
3  The emoti-bot or heart robot, developed by David McGoran and Matt Denton and on show in London‘s 

Science Museum during the summer of 2008, illustrate this. 
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/science/article4426074.ece  

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/science/article4426074.ece
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It is perhaps because the simulation of human characteristics makes interaction with machines 

more palatable that the avatar has become an important entity in digital culture.  An avatar 

affect does not need the formal structures of, or resemblance to, the human form but – as with 

the design of robots – this helps to facilitate a certain fluency of identity processes.  Originally a 

Sanskrit word that referred to the ―descent of a deity to earth in an incarnate form,‖ the word 

‗avatar‘ has come to mean an ―icon that is the digital representation of an individual‖4 or the 

idealised ―tele-embodiment‖ of a physical body.5  The avatar functions as a locus of affect in a 

technologically induced, virtual environment.  And since, in digital culture, avatars tend to 

encode idealised signifiers of identity, they manifest desires operating in an affective realm of 

subjectivity.   

A study of affect therefore offers a greater understanding of motives and pleasures involved in 

interaction with technology.  Desire can be traced in antecedent technologies, as is clear from the 

rise of the picture player, who became a picture personality and then was turned into a ―star‖.  

But rather than proceed with abstractions, I want to ground subjectivity in sociological, user 

activity.  The user approach I shall pursue focuses on co-option of humans by a system that 

involves a circuit of mediated realities.  Users exist at different ‗ends‘ of the technology in 

question, as producer-users and consumer users. 

The Face, the “User” and the Cinematic Perspective. 

To counter a tendency to separate new technology from old, I seek to establish a cinematic 

perspective in a continuum of common elements.  The intention is to negotiate perceptions of 

otherness in ‗the new‘ and modify the technophobe‘s knee-jerk condemnation of digital culture.  A 

cinematic perspective also opens to scrutiny perspectives on the body in technology that implies 

prosthetic relations.  Negative impact on the body is implied by health and safety regulations in 

the work place, where automated system instruct the user when to get up and move around to 

avoid back or eye problems, repetitive strain injury at the computer interface.  Adverse physical 

effects of extended computer use find a historical precedent in the startling, visceral responses to 

early moving pictures.   

Film history is typically more concerned with technical advances in techniques than questions of 

agency or user interaction.  An anthropological approach articulated by Edgar Morin however, 

accentuates how ―the close-up, an American technique, destroys the distance that in the theatre 

separates actor from spectator and renders superfluous the ostentation of gesture and mime. ‗A 

stage actor is a little head in a huge hall, a movie actor a huge head in a little hall‖ (Malraux).  … 

[a] tremble of the lips and fluttering of the lashes are visible, therefore legible, therefore 

eloquent.  The actor has no need to exaggerate his expressions.  The close-up exaggerates them 

                                                 
4  Reiser & Zapp, 2002: Glossary 
5  Goldberg, 2000: 279 
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for him.‖6  The final point here underlines the mediating affect of technology.  The significance of 

early cinema to analysis of technological interaction concerns not so much the technicality of the 

close-up as the philosophical problem of the "face".  Interpretation of the Kuleshov effect, for 

example, has traditionally focused on the editing process rather than what the user spectator 

does with the mediated face of the film actor in shots that ‗book-end‖ the point of view shot.  

Before 1908, the term ‗facial expression‘ film referred to an innovative single shot genre.  By 

1910, one commentator could observe that the close up was the focus of much debate.7  In fact the 

evolution of cinema language might be predicated on a simple fascination with the face, which 

the apparatus appropriated for the consumer-user. 

We can think of this as a reconfiguration of empowerment, which shifts towards the user-

spectator via increasingly sophisticated technology.  The exaggerated gestures and ―theatrical‖ 

stage expression of early film players gave way to facial expression after 1910.  And for Morin, 

―after the years 1915-20 bodies progressively abandoned these gesticulations ... This 

detheatricalisation of the actor’s performance in spite of the absence of sound goes hand in hand 

with the development of the cinema’s techniques.  It is the consequence of these developments‖.  In 

place of ―the expressive art of the actor, the film substitutes an expressive art of camera and 

cutting.‖8  In other words it is less a question of techniques overcoming expression than a case of 

the affordances of technology reconfiguring the balance of interaction with users.  Interaction 

creates a hybrid agency in which management of meaning is appropriated and shifts control in 

favour of the assemblage. 

A fetishisation of bodies and faces on screen, as Eileen Bowser has argued, gave rise to picture 

personalities, which in turn led to the economic infrastructure of a new industry: ―Before the rise 

of the star system, films were perceived and sold by brand name.‖9  The base on which 

filmmakers subsequently built the marketing of genre and the studio system itself was therefore 

a fetishisation of bodies and faces in technology.  The economic might of Hollywood‘s studio 

system was therefore founded on a technological agency of affect.    

Once we remove a focus on the studio hierarchy and the sometimes god-like status attributed to 

stars, a cinematic perspective reconfigures the assemblage of affect.  In the model proposed here 

producers, directors, actors, technicians, fans and audiences have equal status as users.  Viewed 

from this vantage, a range of immersive affects are available for analysis.  This contrasts with a 

perspective that locates the spectator as the site of seduction by the cinematic apparatus in 

fantasies of narrative modality.  While the phenomenological methodology of theorists like Metz 

and Baudry redress this without neglecting gratification, their approach came under a 

                                                 
6   Morin, 2005.  The Stars: 118. 
7 ―The most striking feature of [this film] is the facial expression . . . It can all be read in the two faces and is 

as graphic as it would be if the spoken words could be heard . . . The action here is unusual and the 

control of facial expressions is remarkable.‖  Moving Picture World. September 10, 1910: 574.  Cited by 

Bowser, 1990: 88. 
8
  Morin, 2005 :117-8.  Original emphasis. 

9   Bowser, 1990: 103 
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disproportionate influence of Freudian models of pleasure in ―an attempt to avoid the totalising 

imperative of the structuralist approach,‖ according to Barbara Creed and drawing on 

―psychoanalysis as a way of widening their theoretical base.‖10  

I argue that a focus on immersion in the free play of narrative has too often resulted in 

perception of regression by the spectator as the subject of a ‗sadistic‘ narrative.  However, the 

pleasures of submission operate at a deeper level than that delivered by individual fantasy.  As 

Gaylyn Studlar has argued, ―close resemblance of the cinematic apparatus to the structures of 

perversion and … masochism‖ needs investigation ―if the nature of cinematic pleasure is to be 

understood in its full complexity and psychological significance.‖11  Locating masochism rather 

than sadism as the structuring element of a cinematic perspective offers a richer and more 

precise explanation of why we come back to the prosthetic thrill of technology again and again – 

whether in the identification processes of cinema or immersion in the latest iphone gizmo.  I 

argue that masochism is central to mature cinematic technology because it successfully reframes 

that pleasure in narrative content.12  This double level of immersion corresponds to what Patricia 

Ticineto Clough defines as Latour‘s application of inscription devices that ―engage the reader‘s 

unconscious.‖13  

Finally, a cinematic perspective helps us recognise methods by which technology facilitates, 

responds to and develops affective frameworks.  Industrial structures tend to allow the few to 

exploit the majority of a technology‘s users.  In cinema, technology is required to integrate with 

abstract processes of affect.  And perhaps because identification is one of its chief technical 

elements, cinema marks a site of contestation; it became common for orchestrated moral panics 

in the press, for example, to condemn social behaviour as a direct consequence of affective 

interaction with moving images, and this often led to demands for restrictions/censorship.  It may 

be that hegemonic attempts to control or repress might be curbed if an understanding of affect 

can be developed.  The cinematic model provides an example of this kind of assemblage on an 

industrial scale.  Because it has been the focus of attacks, cinema‘s model of technological affect 

allows scrutiny of the workings of hegemony.  Its construction of reciprocal, socio-psychological 

integration frames a space in which digital technology is especially dynamic. 

This model of affect is applied to analysis of the mobile phone below.  An ‗impressionistic‘ 

definition of the ‗mobile effect‘ in a literary index of its ubiquity, moves on to discussion of a 

‗commercial effect‘ that targets audiences and creates opportunities for business.  After 

examining the uses to which the mobile phone has been put in a ‗teenage effect‘, we consider two 

‗theoretical effects‘.  We then explore historical and sociological perspectives in ‗urban effects‘ and 

interrogating how planners and policy-makers integrate mobile technology.  A ‗conflict effect‘ of 

                                                 
10   See Creed in Hill and Church Gibson [eds], 1998: 79. 
11   See Studlar in Nichols, 1985: 616 

 12  It may be that masochism offers a methodology for analysis of all technologies, though this claim is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation and might be the subject of further interdisciplinary work.   
13   Clough, 2000: 159. 



6 

 

convergence and fragmentation is also discussed in claims for future links with the internet and 

cyber-culture.  A model is then suggested to explain how all technologies may mediate human 

interaction.   

The Mobile Effect and Absent Presence 

A reactionary irritation connected with mobile phone use seemed to increase after the end of the 

century.  In his 2001 novel Fury (Vintage Press), Salman Rushdie caught the flavour of that 

year‘s vexation over the intrusive influence of mobile phone technology when, for no apparent 

aesthetic reason in his story of Professor Malik Solanka, his protagonist‘s anonymous existence 

in New York City is rudely interrupted in the following manner: 

‗He set off along Seventieth Street with the Chinese cleaners‘ purple laundry bag 

slung over his right shoulder.  Turning into Columbus, he overheard the following 

soliloquy. ―You remember my ex-wife, Erin.  Tess‘s mom.  Yeah, the actress; these 

days she does mainly commercials.  So guess what?  We‘re seeing each other again.  

Pretty weird, huh.  After two years of thinking she was the enemy, and five more of 

better but still tricky relations!  I started inviting her to come over sometimes with 

Tess.  Tess likes her mom to be around, to tell the truth.  And then one night.  Yeah, 

it was one of those Then One Night things.  There was a point at which I went over 

and sat next to her on the settee instead of staying in my usual chair way over across 

the other side of the room.  You know, my desire for her never went away, it just got 

buried under a heap of other stuff, a whole heap of anger. To tell the truth, and so 

now it all just poured out, boom! An ocean of it.  To tell the truth the seven years had 

backed up a whole lot of it, desire that is, and maybe the anger made it even more 

intense, so it was amazingly bigger than it used to be.  But so here‘s the thing.  I 

walk over to the settee and what happens , happens, and afterwards she says, ‗You 

know, when you came over to me, I didn‘t know if you were going to hit me or kiss 

me.‘  I guess I didn‘t know either until I reached the settee.  To tell the truth.‖ 

All this spoken into the air at high volume by a gangling, frizzy-haired Art 

Garfunkel-y man in his forties, out walking a brindled dog.   It was a moment before 

Solanka saw the cell phone headset through the halo of ginger hair.  These days we 

all come across like rummies or crackpots, Solanka thought, confiding our secrets to 

the wind as we stroll along.  Here was a striking example of the disintegrated 

contemporary reality that was preoccupying him.  Dog-walking Art, existing for the 

moment only in the telephone continuum – lingering in the sound of silence – was 

quite unaware that in the alternative, or Seventieth Street Continuum, he was 

revealing his deepest intimacies to strangers.‖ 

Rushdie. Fury (2001) p88-89 

I make no apology for the length of this quotation; its length is partly the point.  Its intervention 

in the life of Solanka could have been an intervention in any novel; it has no obvious narrative 

function save being ―a striking example of the disintegrated contemporary reality that was 

preoccupying‖ Solanka.  Perhaps it is an expression of the author‘s frustration with the now 

commonplace practice of confiding ―secrets to the wind as we stroll along‖.  Any city dweller in 

the world would have been familiar with this behaviour in 2001 and, through his character‘s 

voice, I found Rushdie‘s analysis of its ―disintegrated contemporary reality‖ quite apt.  In fact I 

still find it unnerving when people in the street shift with easy confidence into one-way 

conversations and pay scant attention to the hazards of their surroundings.  Neither is this a 

fanciful notion if we go by a terrifying public information ‗advert‘ aired on both TV and cinema 
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screens in 2006, in which ‗mushy‘ images from a teenager‘s mobile phone video-camera present 

the point of view of ‗larking‘ youngsters.  We witness one of their number step obliviously into the 

path of a passing car, which mows down the individual with probable fatal consequences.  The 

horrified viewer is left wondering whether the footage is real or simulated.  During the 7/7 

bombings of London transport in 2005, TV viewers became familiar with similar ‗documentary‘ 

footage to bring a POV flavour to events on that day.   

Given these ‗added values‘ of sound and moving images attached to – and largely expected from – 

the mobile phone, we see the 2001 alternatives for Rushdie‘s ―Art Garfunkel-y man in his forties‖ 

as a very simple duality; he may be ―quite unaware …[of the]… Street Continuum‖, but is at 

least ―existing for the moment … in the telephone continuum‖.  In other words, he chooses from a 

convergence of only two realities as opposed to the multi-media convergence we have come to 

associate with the mobile phone since 2001.   

Perhaps this phenomenon merely exemplifies the ways in which people become familiar with, 

and begin to understand the workings of any new technology: users ‗in the know‘ are on the 

‗inside‘ of changes.  That is, it is not so much that users of new technology fail to engage with the 

‗here and now‘ in the present (the equivalent of Rushdie‘s immediacy of a ―Street Continuum‖) 

but that these changes constitute a coherent response to something more than a simple choice 

between ‗here and now‘ (―Seventieth Street‖) or an absence in a ―telephone continuum‖. An 

absent presence or a duality of immediated vs. mediated reality extends the repertoire of 

behaviours at our disposal in the public sphere.  For example, according to a 2006 study, 21% of 

the people polled admitted using a mobile as a means to stop people approaching them.14  A 

newspaper or magazine might have been used by women in the past as a "barrier" to fend off 

unwanted attention: the mobile phone is the new barrier against Rushdie‘s ―Seventieth Street‖ 

continuum.  This suggests that we should be less concerned with media convergence than with a 

conceptual quality that accompanies technology; in this instance with the mobile ―telephone 

continuum‖ as a new experience of reality.   

Perhaps new technology is called ‗new‘ because it offers a different way of relating to the wider 

world – a world beyond our physical senses.  The mobile phone acquired a prosthetic quality in 

late June of 2004, when the first computer virus was found to specifically target its technology, 

allowing it to join the ranks of devices susceptible to the viral model.  And a socio-biological, 

anthropological or what I shall call a cultural prosthetic function had been observed earlier than 

this: according to reports of a 2001 survey by the Social Issues Research Centre for BT Cellnet, 

gossip on mobile phones had already turned into "the equivalent of social grooming among 

primates" and was recognised to be ―vital as an antidote to the pressures and alienation of 

modern life.‖15  According to Christine Rosen, fellow of Washington DC‘s Ethics and Public Policy 

Centre, we were ―becoming increasingly immune to the boundaries and realities of physical 

                                                 
14  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/5204454.stm  
15  John Ezard. ―Mobile Users 'Ape Monkeys.‖ The Guardian. Dec 5, 2001. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/5204454.stm
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space.‖  In fact, for lonely occupations like cab driving, the ‗psychic benefit‘ of cell phone use for 

the driver ―signals … membership in a community apart from the ever-changing society that 

frequents his taxi. Our cell phones become our talismans against being perceived as (or feeling 

ourselves to be) outsiders.‖16 

Rosen pushes these ideas further into the realm of cultural prosthesis by noting that a definition 

of ‗roam‘ – the term used by service providers when you leave your designated area and your 

phone is looking for a way to connect you – is ―to go from place to place without purpose or 

direction.‖  So, not only is your phone a ‗charm designed to protect its wearer‘ (to define the 

talisman) and a symbol of status that signals membership of a community (i.e. a taxi driver‘s 

identity), but Rosen suggests also that mobile technology has become linked to our sense of space 

and purpose: ―Roaming was a word whose previous use was largely confined to describing the 

activities of herds of cattle.‖  And Sadie Plant points out that, ―according to the Oxford English 

Dictionary, one of the earliest uses of the word ‗mobile‘ was in association with the Latin phrase 

mobile vulgus, the excitable crowd,‖ whence comes our word ―mob.‖17  Rosen claims, ―We have 

become thigmophilic with our technology — touch-loving — a trait we share with rats, as it 

happens. We are constantly taking them out, fiddling with them, putting them away, taking 

them out again, reprogramming their directories, text messaging.  And cell phone makers are 

always searching for new ways to exploit our attachments.‖  And attachment to technology may 

now amount to addiction: Rosen reminds us that dependency exhibited by the incessant user of 

the ‗blackberry‘ wireless device in the USA led to the addict being dubbed a ‗crackberry‘. 

It is worth noting too that the above vocabulary used in connection with mobile phone technology 

is an index of the range of fields touched by technology: it functions in the same way as an 

addictive drug with a function similar to grooming for apes, is a tool signalling immunity from 

social pressures, has a psychic and almost magical benefit as a talisman.  It lends purpose by 

facilitating roaming from (while also following) the mob.  These are vague and contradictory 

terms associated with a psychological, inner life ranging across mental and physical realities, 

superstitions, religious outlooks and social identity rituals.  As symptoms of anxiety over non-

human agency these concerns take on an ethical affect, evidenced by the Christmas Day message 

of 2005 by the Pope.  Under the headline, ―God vs Google: Pope‘s internet warning‖, as the Daily 

Mirror reported it, the pontiff‘s pronouncement warned that: 

―The men and women in our technological age risk becoming victims of their own 

intellectual and technical achievements – ending up in spiritual barrenness and 

emptiness of heart‖.   

Humans are presented here as ‗victims‘ of their own intelligence and of the tools that extend that 

intelligence.  Despite some fifteen years of the internet – or perhaps because of it – the distrust of 

technology persisted: being free from its fixed location, the high profile mobile phone has allowed 

technology to pursue its ‗victims‘ into the street.   

                                                 
16  Rosen. 2004. 
17  Quoted by Rosen 
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The Commercial Effect. 

This convergence is not surprising, given the level of exploitation of convergence that service 

providers and advertisers pursue.  In the summer of 2006 my 3 Mobile service provider 

bombarded me with adverts on my phone, offering clips from the World Cup, assorted sports 

results, images from Big Brother, tunes to download, gossip and competitions concerning 

celebrities and a plethora of ring tones.  At a Digital Communities conference during that 

summer at Bristol‘s Watershed, I learned that the commercial ringtones market exceeded $2.5 

billion in 2004 and that Aardman, the city‘s award winning animation studio, had appointed a 

Head of Licensing and Merchandising with specific responsibility for controlling Wallace and 

Gromit clips and assorted purpose-made Aardman content specifically for the mobile platform.  

While pursuit of a content market for the mobile phone seemed to have become the ‗Big Thing‘ in 

2006, this was complicated by a category of connectivity that commercial interests called ‗User 

Generated Content‘ (UGC).   

This is a way of exploiting user creativity and charging for its facility and distribution.  This may 

involve group text discussion or even short films.  Nick Aldridge, Product Director of the Mobile 

Interactive Group, however reassured conference delegates that the only area in which profit was 

being made from UGC was in porn (a mobile equivalent of the print-tested ‗Reader‘s Wives‘ 

format).  Other parties saw the mobile as only one of the platforms on which to roll out a project 

that might include TV, radio, print and the internet.  Clearly a fusion of telephony and 

entertainment seemed to have taken hold of an industry whose marketing urges us to ‗Stay 

Connected‘ while its advertising foregrounds anything but ‗connectedness‘ – at least with real 

people.  Rather, the commercial emphasis now began to fall on ‗value-added‘ services in the realm 

of what I have defined above as affect.   

Writing for MediaPost (―the inside line on wireless marketing and advertising‖), analyst Steve 

Smith noted that, as the ―consciousness market‖ evolves, consumers are more ―aware of the value 

of their own attention span … At this point in media history, no consumer misses the point that 

they have something of value to leverage in the marketplace … [and will] raise the price on their 

brains‖.18   Putting a price on their souls, as the Pope might see it, ushers the technological 

consumer into a market place where parts of the self and one‘s environment are for sale.  Smith 

lists three models for downloadable applications: the one-time fee, the monthly subscription and 

the free-with-ads.  The fourth, hybrid model (fees-and-ads), though touted by mobile marketers 

as being ―just like cable and print‖, Smith rejects in this article as too retro; both cable and print 

have older, hybrid models contained within them – forms like ad pages and 2 minute breaks.  He 

argues that ―fresh and intimate‖ forms of mobile phone demand new modalities.   

But do new technologies really create new modes of consumption in which consumers may choose 

what they look at or listen to, and make conscious deals about what time they sell to advertisers 

                                                 
18 Smith, Steve. ―Deal or No Deal: Trading Content for Consciousness.‖  20.06.06  

http://blogs.mediapost.com/mobile_insider/?p=22 

http://blogs.mediapost.com/mobile_insider/?p=22
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in return for entertainment?  Could it be that the anxiety in consumer-driven cultures, evident in 

Smith‘s American-inflected MediaPost, arises from a fear that digital technologies will encourage 

a more European attitude to advertising and erode an American cultural tolerance of marketing 

as a necessary evil? 

Certainly an unpredictable, shifting terrain of new technology emerges in MediaPost when the 

same writer contradicts himself within the month: declaring a short message service (SMS) 

adventure game, based on Disney‘s Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest, to be ―a genuine 

milestone in mobile marketing‖, Smith nevertheless hated the film that inspired it.  But for 

Smith the game demonstrated successful integration of an existing ―property‖ (i.e. the film) and 

served both masters: Disney could get people into the film‘s plotline (i.e. could advertise), and 

Verizon Wireless got paid for lots of messages (i.e. could charge fees) – that is, the SMS game 

represents the marketer‘s grail: the fees-and-ads model which Smith had doubted only a month 

earlier suddenly seemed possible.19 

In this SMS game a text initiates up to 300 SMS exchanges which, like the old PC text adventure 

game, was structured in a branching system: a message invites the user to choose an action 

(unlock a door or window, use a weapon, etc) which opens a different path.  The designers of the 

game, Vibes Media, consulted the film's script team to review the narrative and exploration of 

sub-plots to approve use of characters and sets for the mini-games.  Players are motivated to try 

the next stage in the plot with free stuff and prizes like downloadable wallpapers from the film, 

or the chance to enter a contest for a free trip to the Caribbean.  All of this was surely designed 

by Vibes Media to break down resistance in users of a certain age.  By pointing out that the 

Pirates of the Caribbean sequel was aimed at his Johnny Depp-adoring 14 year old daughter, 

Smith confirms a dominant opinion of the Digital Communities conference I had attended in 

Bristol (2006), that mobile marketing targets the teenager.  Furthermore, as the Vibes Media 

web site boasts, ―We‘ve processed more messages in a day than a teenager can type out in a 

lifetime.‖  (www.vibes.com) 

On the ―Vibes Philosophy‖ web page, CEO Alex Campbell articulated the company‘s aim to 

―interact‖ with individuals for a prolonged period.  ―We've had programs generate over 93 

messages per person and have engaged consumers for over 44 hours at a time. Now that's 

interaction!‖  Nevertheless one suspects this was a distortion of the term ‗interaction‘, 

patronising the teenage user and revealing the desperation with which marketers look at the 

growing culture of mobile phone use.  The Mobile Life report - a 2005 study of 16,500 UK mobile 

users (commissioned by Carphone Warehouse and carried out with advice from the London 

School of Economics and Lord Philip Gould) – identified six ‗tribes‘ of mobile users:  

 Generation Mobile - single style conscious 18 to 24-year-old students or young adults in 

their first job  

                                                 
19 Smith, Steve. ―Waiting For the SMS Version.‖  18.07.06 at: 

http://publications.mediapost.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=Articles.showArticleHomePage&art_aid=45655  

http://publications.mediapost.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=Articles.showArticleHomePage&art_aid=45655
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 Phonatics - single 18 to 34-year-olds who see a mobile as their most important electronic 

possession.  

 Practical Parents - cost-conscious young families under the age of 34 who choose their 

mobiles on price grounds  

 Fingers and Thumbs - married, middle-aged or retired people with children or 

grandchildren  

 Smart Connected - affluent families and professionals aged 25 to 44 who use mobiles to 

organise their work and social lives  

 Silver Cynics - affluent, married parents who are approaching retirement20 

Curiously only the younger end of the first two ‗tribes‘ appear to fit the kind of audience that 

companies such as Vibes Media are targeting.  It seems likely, however that an overlapping 

combination of the ‗Practical Parents‘ and ‗Fingers and Thumbs‘ tribes, (i.e. married and affluent 

families, such as Steve Smith might belong to, were he British), are the revenue stream for such 

companies.  The Mobile Life report also found a generation gap: most 18 to 40 year olds felt 

mobiles had improved their lives, while over- 40s were evenly divided on this question, no doubt 

because they found themselves paying for the activities of their teenage children.  Similarly, most 

of the younger group said their mobile mattered more than their TV, indicating an interesting 

technological switch of allegiance over the generations. 

The Teenage Effect 

For evidence of more specific use by (and effects on) teenagers, however, we must turn to 

research carried out in 2005 by Letizia Caronia of Montreal University, who shadowed subjects 

to see how the mobile was integrated into the everyday lives of young people.  Use of technology 

among Caronia‘s 17 year old subjects demonstrated high levels of interaction with peers rather 

than marketers.  Far from confirming teenagers as ‗victims‘ of commercial interests, the 

refreshing finding was that they used technology to make sense of their everyday lives.  It does 

so, claims Caronia, by giving meaning to ‗no-where-places‘ and ‗no-when-times‘. 

These are similar to, but distinct from Marc Augé‘s notion of non-places, which refer to 

homogenisation of public spaces and consumption.21  Caronia defines ‗no-where-places‘ and ‗no-

when-times‘ by first identifying certain everyday places, which have no cultural or personal 

meanings.  There were places, for instance, that her teenage subjects thought of as existing only 

to be traversed on the way to somewhere with a more meaningful ‗where-ness‘.  Similarly they 

experienced ‗stand-by‘ moments, devoid of specific activity, when the user was simply waiting for 

someone to arrive or something to happen.  One in five calls by Caronia‘s 17 year old subjects 

were made from these ‗no-where‘ places during ‗no-when‘ times.  They included waiting for the 

bus, standing in line and walking in the streets.  Caronia‘s work in fact suggests that mobile use 

in these contexts offers a new definition of what Baudelaire celebrates as an active ‗flaneur‘ in 

the late nineteenth century city.  In Le paintre de la vie moderne, Baudelaire describes the 

impassioned observer of new, urban life for whom ―it is an immense joy …to be away from home, 

                                                 
20  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/5204454.stm  
21

 Augé (1992), 1995. Trans. John Howe. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/5204454.stm
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and yet to feel at home; to behold the world, to be in the midst of the world and yet to remain 

hidden from the world‖.22   A mutable subjectivity of Baudelaire‘s ‗flaneur‘ therefore seems to be 

revitalised by the mobile-enhanced twenty-first century, since Caronia concludes that mobile 

technology gives meaning to these no-when times and no-where places.  It empowers the new 

flaneur with the ability to transform and construct new meanings for times and places.  But what 

fascinated Caronia about the mobile phone conversations that occurred in these ‗no-where‘ places 

was that they were not at all informative. 

Calls had a relational and socialising function, in which confirmations were made concerning 

membership of a community, friendships, identity and presence – all of which were validated and 

assumed a state of ‗perpetual contact‘.  ‗Home‘ and ‗school‘ emerged as social spaces strongly 

marked by shared cultural meanings separate from their traditional definitions.  The symbolic 

boundaries of ‗home‘ traditionally define all other places as ‗public‘.  But these were changed for 

teenagers by the intervention of mobile technology.  Half the calls made and received by one 

subject occurred at home, alone in his room.  This represents the construction of a further private 

space inside the ‗private‘ space of home, but which the use of the mobile implicitly redefined as 

‗public‘.  In other words, a socially shared cultural meaning – in this case of ‗home‘ – was 

reversed by new technology.  Home for a teenager is a public sphere, where one needs to 

construct a personal, intimate space away from the gaze of family members.  The mobile phone 

functioned as a tool to mark the boundaries of an otherwise invisible realm.  As well as assigning 

a meaning to territory, mobility of technology here provides a symbolic definition for the self and 

for other members of the family as ‗outsiders‘.   

Caronia noted 70% of calls that occurred in school happened in the presence of friends and 

classmates.  This was entirely different from what happened at home, where calls were made and 

received alone, suggesting a sense of self was given a state of flux by the device.  And Caronia 

found that frequency of calls increased dramatically at school.  Exhibited use in school thus 

functioned to facilitate entry into a social scene rather than retreat into isolation, as happened at 

home.  School‘s social arena allowed the role of peer group leader to be played. So making calls in 

front of friends and classmates became an identity construction device.  Caronia notes: 

―Thus the use of this technology gives meaning to otherwise un-meaningful times 

and places of everyday life; it also produces a change in the socially shared category 

of ‗private vs public spheres‘ and triggers a redefinition of the identity of actors that 

interact in these spheres.‖23 

In their study of „hyper-communication via mobile phones in Norway‟, Ying and Yttri had found in 2001 that 

teenagers typically arrange their meetings and coordinate their activities through a series of quick phone calls.24  

The 2004 Canadian study confirmed this and was able to put detail on this process.  Caronia suggests that 

traditional anchoring of time and space now have a fluid state as users jointly coordinate actions until they 

                                                 
22  Cited by Friedberg, 1993. 29 
23

 Caronia in Convergence  Vol. 11 no.3. : 102 
24  Katz & Aakhus: 139-169. 
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successfully converge.  The ritual of „appointment‟ has changed through a process of mutual adjustments which 

are socially constructed moment by moment.  This changes the nature of urban space: whereas a park or 

building had been the locus of migratory journeys across the cityscape, the mobile phone has the unexpected 

affect of removing the specificity of place. Anywhere can now be defined and redefined as a significant point of 

meeting. 

Time also loses its ritual function in what Rushdie calls a “disintegrated contemporary reality‖.  There is 

no longer early or late with regard to a meeting.  As Caronia notes, “Being „on time‟ becomes a joint and 

progressive construction accomplished by members of the group.”  The meeting is no longer a tool of social 

exclusion.  Traditionally those who were not present when the time and place were set ran the risk of not being 

with the „in crowd‟.  With the mobile phone therefore, accident is removed from the equation of group 

membership.  “By facilitating peer group inclusion, the mobile phone works as a practical and symbolic 

„membership categorisation device‟.”25 

Caronia argues that the mobile phone functions among these young people as a technology that realises a 

personal developmental goal (that of „being always in touch‟).  This returns us to the situation of my Foreword 

anecdote, in which I was impressed that members of my family were able to be „always in touch‟ during a time 

of bereavement.  Adaptable to any situation, the mobile phone clearly lends itself to integration with the 

developmental aspect of Caronia‟s teenagers.  Far from getting caught up in the kind of SMS exchange with 

automated systems and games, these teenagers prefer live connections.  It means that their everyday lives may 

be mutually using „newly created‟ cultural rituals.  Only the „technologically lacking‟ run the risk of exclusion: 

insiders or outsiders are thus defined by technology.  But this does not mean that we should assign an agency to 

technology – a determinism if you will – which assigns the „other‟ in the teenager communities.  As Caronia 

puts it: 

“It is not the mobile phone‟s technological possibilities that create a mobile culture, nor the 

isolated user that suddenly decides to integrate this technology in his or her daily life.  The 

very nature of social life makes it relevant to recognise that it is the interplay between some 

dimensions of a community specific culture, the possibilities offered by the technology and 

the integration of such possibilities that create new shared cultural ways of living everyday 

life.”26 

Caronia‘s work is corroborated by a survey of UK youngsters aged 11 – 21 in 2004, which found 

that 66% of mobile phone users would 'always' answer their phone in a public place with friends, 

and that only 18% would 'always' deliberately talk quietly in public places.27  The text facility 

seems to be taking on a special function among the young, since it is the preferred mode of 

chatting people up, (55%), making a first date (40%) and ending a relationship - with more boys 

(34%) than girls (23%) choosing this way of saying goodbye.28 

                                                 
25  Caronia in Convergence. Vol. 11 no.3. : 101 
26

 Caronia in Convergence. Vol. 11 no.3. : 102 
27 This is from the Nestlé Social Research Programme carried out by MORI. 
28  See: 'Txt Don't Talk' Say Young People.  www.prnewswire.co.uk  20/12/04    
     http://www.spreckley.co.uk/nestle/NSRP-4-TEXTING.pdf 

http://www.prnewswire.co.uk/
http://www.spreckley.co.uk/nestle/NSRP-4-TEXTING.pdf
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The Theoretical Effect 1: Absent Presence and Urban Metabolism 

It will be recalled that in the UK‘s Mobile Life report, most of the 18-24 age group said their 

mobile mattered more than their TV, indicating an interesting technological switch of allegiance 

over the generations.  Commercially motivated research into mobile phone use has been useful 

for identifying the young as a target audience and considering ways it might be exploited.  

Academic studies like Caronia‘s empirical work on the technological pressures on social groups 

identify shifting cultural meanings of space, time and identity for young people.  For psychology 

professor, Kenneth J. Gergen of Swathmore University, Pennsylvania, however the mobile is 

symptomatic of a complex, shifting history of technology, which threatens the fabric of personal 

and cultural identity:  

―There is good reason to suspect that there are substantial segments of the 

population whose lives are so intimately twined with technologies of television, 

video, recorded music and the internet, that the kind of localism favoured by 

the cell phone would operate as a hindrance to a valued way of life.‖29 

Despite a ―valued way of life‖ being entwined, according to Gergen, with ―television, video, 

recorded music and the internet‖, reflection offers an academic framework for technological 

history through which cultural effects of identity can be approached.  He presents a historical 

context that recalls telephone technology of the early twentieth century, when the phone 

essentially functioned as ―an extension of face to face relations‖.  Early telephones, he says, 

demanded that participants divorce attention from their immediate surroundings, but Gergen 

claims that this mode of use had an organic origin (i.e. was endogenous) in a way that extended 

the potential of face to face relationships: 

The telephone does indeed demand that participants divorce their attentions 

from their immediate surrounds. However, it is essential here to distinguish 

between absent presence arising from what might be called endogenous as 

opposed to exogenous sources. Unlike radio, mass publication, film, sound 

recordings, and television - all of which originate from outside the 

community - telephone conversation in the early years was largely 

endogenous. It originated within and extended the potentials of face to face 

relationships. In many respects the telephone has lost its capacity as a 

resource for endogenous relationship.30 

For Gergen then, social conditions served by the telephone have eroded its endogenous character 

over time: wider ownership of automobiles and greater distances between home and places of 

work emptied suburban communities, so that ―there are only remnants of the face to face 

community remaining for which the telephone may serve as a prosthetic.‖  Furthermore, 

dissemination of telephone numbers and the lowering cost of long distance calls led to ―a 

standing invitation for the distantly known to enter suddenly into our immediate lives‖.   A rise 

in ―cold-call‖ telemarketing and the spread of answer machines has change the telephone into an 

exogenous technology: the answer machine, originally designed to ensure that messages from 

                                                 
29 Kenneth J. Gergen. ―Cell Phone Technology and the Challenge of Absent Presence” p.11.  Available in 

manuscript form at: 

http://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/kgergen1/web/page.phtml?id=manu32&st=manuscripts&hf=1  
30  Gergen manuscript, ―Cell Phone Technology and the Challenge of Absent Presence‖  p.6 

http://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/kgergen1/web/page.phtml?id=manu32&st=manuscripts&hf=1
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intimates would not be lost, is no longer a recording instrument so much as a screening device 

that defends against distant callers.  Yet ironically, as Gergen recognises, the mobile phone 

marks a return to the phone‘s original function by serving as an instrument par excellence for 

endogenous relations:   

―The realities and moralities of the face to face relationship are revitalized. This 

is so not only because of the perpetual connection which a mobile phone allows. 

But the very fact that the user is rendered vulnerable to calls at any time of day 

or night invites careful selection of those who will be granted access to one's 

number. Such access is typically limited to those who are otherwise "close" in 

the traditional sense: family, intimate friends, close colleagues and the like. It 

is thus that the nuclear circle can be perpetually sustained.‖31 

But Gergen sees danger in the mobile ability to quickly erode this nuclear circle into a set of 

casual communiqués that depreciate the environment, as Rushdie‘s Art Garfunkel-ly man on 

Seventieth Street does.  If time is increasingly spent in the presence of "those who matter", then 

when one happens to be close to the cell phone user in the ―Seventieth Street continuum‖, 

resentment at the other's engagement in a call may become acute.  While some of Gergen‘s claims 

need objective verification, his notion of a psychological affect connected with use of mobile phone 

technology suggests a technologically enabled form of public diversion that he labels “absent presence”.   

Rushdie‟s protagonist observing a Seventieth Street continuum represents immersion in a sort of virtual world 

which, for Gergen, exemplifies a “growing domain of … divided consciousness invited by 

communication technology‖.   This means that “one is physically present, but is absorbed by a 

technologically mediated world of elsewhere.”32   

Absent presence, however, is not a modern phenomenon: print technology he assures us was the 

first force in the historical emergence of absent presence and each communication technology 

that enabled people to communicate at a distance has been a powerful contributor to ―absent 

presence‖.  It is by understanding the ways in which absent presence is addressed by each 

technology that a chance is offered for Gergen to unravel the complicated picture in which mobile 

phone technology is a mere symptom.  Furthermore, in order to locate a context for the mobile 

phone, Gergen presents a taxonomy of communication technologies that distinguishes between 

those which offer monological or dialogical presence.  This is one of many attempts we shall come 

across in this thesis to make sense of and organise technology according to function.  It 

demonstrates a functionalist tendency of media theory, to which technology is often subjected. 

Like exogenous absent presence, monological technologies are largely one-way communication 

devices that include radio, electronic recording devices, film, and television.  These are populist 

technologies, sustained largely by industrial investments.  They provide information or 

stimulation, but in doing so are not directly spoken to.  They insert ‗voices‘ into daily life, which 

cannot be asked for clarification, elaboration or examples.  Monological enunciation has little 

                                                 
31  Gergen manuscript, ―Cell Phone Technology and the Challenge of Absent Presence‖ p6. 
32  Gergen manuscript. ―Cell Phone Technology and the Challenge of Absent Presence‖ p.1  
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knowledge of the personal lives of their audience and remains one step removed.  Reception may 

heed its ‗voice‘, relegate it to ‗background noise‘, or completely ignore it.  Monological technologies 

are also typically susceptible to progressive privatisation.  In their inception such technologies 

facilitate collective reception, which is open to constructed, negotiated meanings that can resist 

dominant ideologies.  As the cost of monologic communication technologies has declined, 

however, and miniaturization progressed, they have been progressively removed from collective 

deliberation.  Households, for example, now have multiple television sets, the plane traveller has 

a private screen and multiplication of radio and television channels means there is a diminishing 

chance that others have been exposed to the same material.  Monological technologies have a low 

degree of transformative power and an increasing potential for immersing people in private 

worlds. 

Though the correlation is not exact, dialogical communication technologies are like endogenous 

absent presence in that they facilitate a flow of interactive meaning and include such 

technologies as the telephone, video and computer games and the internet.  While video and 

computer games are dialogic, Gergen admits they are also ―relatively barren in terms of content 

relevant to a world outside themselves … [But] in terms of absent presence the internet promises 

to be far more profound in its consequences than the development of print …[So] email 

communication invites a high degree of dialogic engagement‖, while it is of course a variation of 

printing, the first technology of absent presence.  Gergen does not however really explore the 

relationship between monological and dialogical technologies, or adequately relate them to 

absent presence.  But he claims that expansion of absent presence favours a cultural shift to a 

range of ―actual or imagined‖ relationships, in which ―the scaffolding for a recognizable self is 

eroded‖ and ―new selves‖ are in the making.   

This focus on identity is interesting because it suggests an enduring cultural dimension to absent 

presence, which puts some detail on the immersive experience.  As a technology of monological 

presence, for example, film‘s ability to ―silently play out the possibility of a different self‖ is 

transformed by dialogical technologies like video and computer games, in which these yearnings 

for a different self may gain in clarity and potency.  Gergen pursues evidence that such yearnings 

gain clarity and potency, by referencing dialogical technologies that ―fuelled the actions of the 

Columbine High assassins‖ and perhaps supporting the view that people can be victims of 

technical achievement. 

So as real, communal sources for an identifiable self diminish, it becomes increasingly difficult, 

Gergen claims, to answer the question, "Who am I?"  We move therefore to a cultural condition in 

which identity is dependent on situation, is conditional and optional.  If the internet expands the 

horizontal network of ―surrogate‖ companions exponentially (much like saying "hello" to a vast 

brigade of acquaintances), Gergen claims that we then may be witness to a wholesale devaluation 

of depth in relationships.  He suggests that America will soon be a country in which the majority 
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of people live alone.  ―But, it should be added, these people are not likely to be living without 

television, radio, CDs, a VCR, and a computer.‖  Gergen‘s fear is that the relationship with 

technology will take over from human relationships. 

At the same time as Gergen‘s piece appeared on the internet, Antony M. Townsend, writing in 

The Journal of Urban Technology professed to be less concerned about the preservation of 

existing cultural systems than with implications of mobile technology for the agency of the city 

itself.  From Townsend‘s perspective, Caronia‘s teenagers have already grown up and entered the 

city of the future.  As an urban planner, his work is clearly informed by the ideas of Lewis 

Mumford, who argued that urban planners should observe an organic relationship between 

people and their living spaces.33   

Mumford‘s contribution to debates about urban life and technology focused on ‗technics‘, or the 

―interplay of a social milieu and technological innovation‖, which he saw as having positive and 

negative effects.  In Biotechnics, Mumford‘s biological model contrasted with megatechnics, which 

he saw as a hierarchical organization (evident in remote control by satellite or radio, instant 

global communication, and assembly line organizations) that used humans as components.  

Mumford distrusted the latter category, especially because it tended to weaken the inherent 

psychological resistance to its influence – a sentiment Gergen would surely share.  An organic 

system of technology on the other hand, Mumford saw as directing "qualitative richness, 

amplitude, spaciousness, and freedom from quantitative pressures and crowding.‖34  The (then) 

modern trend in technology to emphasise constant expansion, production and replacement, 

Mumford saw as opposing technical perfection and social efficiency.  Ironically, however, he saw 

marketing as the only hope of over-coming this: "Without constant enticement by advertising," he 

explains, "production would slow down and level off to normal replacement demand. Otherwise 

many products could reach a plateau of efficient design which would call for only minimal 

changes from year to year."35 

Townsend‘s contribution to a growing body of work in this field concerned the importance that 

technological structures have in the modern city.  Addressing the issues that Caronia‘s work 

describes (that technology will fundamentally rewrite spatial and temporal constraints of human 

communication in the city), Townsend‘s view is that urban planners and architects need to 

recognise the decentralisation that mobile technology will have in large-scale systems like the 

city.36  To investigate how decentralisation is caused by micromanagement of spaces in the city, 

he interviewed independent taxi drivers in Boston, USA, and found that most had two 

communications systems installed in their cabs – the traditional radio, linked to their dispatcher 

and a mobile phone.  Volume on the radio was turned down when mobile calls came in from 

                                                 
33 The City in History. 1961. See: http://www.answers.com/topic/lewis-mumford  
34 The Myth of the Machine: Technics and Human Development. 1967. 
35 The City in History. 1961. 
36 Townsend, Anthony M. ―Life in the Real-Time City: Mobile Telephones and Urban Metabolism‖ Journal 

of Urban Technology. Vol. 7, No. 2. 2000. pp85-104. 
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friends and other cab drivers.  These might be giving quickly changing information about crowds 

of potential customers outside a night spot, for example.  The result was a decentralised network 

that led to a more efficient system for transmitting information and getting the job done (of 

carting bodies from one location to another – a necessary activity of the city).  Townsend argues 

that this is an example of a new network of interaction operating on a micro level, which leads to 

a dynamic reallocation of resources on a macro level of complexity.  Townsend illustrates this 

model by comparing it to natural decentralised systems such as exist in ant colonies or a flock of 

birds: 

―A flock of birds can easily be simulated by ordering each bird to simply follow 

the one in front of it, with random environmental influences causing 

disturbances that ripple through the flock and cause it to turn or speed up,  

Cities can be viewed in the same way.‖ [89] 

Decentralisation of decision-making enabled by new technology means that an influence of 

individual interaction creates small-scale but dynamic feedback loops, which have the effect of 

speeding up (while perhaps making less predictable) the metabolism of urban systems.   

Similar observations about urban space are made by Edward Dimendberg in a study of spaces of 

modernity represented in film noir.  Mobilised by industrial and architectural systems, the urban 

growth of nineteenth century cities had resulted in concentrated populations in what 

Dimendberg calls centripetal space.  But the appearance of suburban spaces in the twentieth 

century was a consequence of developing communication and transport technologies, which had a 

simultaneous centralising and decentralising (or centrifugal) effect.  Dimendberg traces the 

expression of these conceptual space in a cycle of films noir through the 1940s and 50s, so that 

Double Indemnity, for example, ―juxtaposes … older public-transportation technology with the 

automobile and proposes the speed or automotive travel as the fundamental experience of 

passage through the city.‖37  As such, these films reified a key marker of conceptual change.  

―Though appearing early in the film noir cycle, Double Indemnity portends the growing sway of 

centrifugal space through the relative absence of the city, as well as the significance of the 

automobile as a modality through which the now-diffused metropolis is primarily encountered.‖38 

To some extant Townsend addresses Mumford‘s notion that the clock is ―the key-machine of the 

modern industrial age‖ 39  when he argues that this will increase capacity and efficiency as the 

city reaches ―real-time‖ velocity.  A real-time system is one that monitors  environmental 

conditions vital to its operation, containing its own feedback channel from one part, to induce or 

inhibit activity of another part.  It thus regulates itself.  If, as Townsend argues, mobile phones 

facilitate a free-flowing complex of micro feedback systems, then they allowed ―a massive 

experiment of reprogramming the basic rules of interaction for urban inhabitants‖ to take place.  

Seen in this context, by making possible the fine-tuning of what Le Corbusier famously called a 
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 Dimendberg, 2004: 173. 
38  Dimendberg, 2004: 173. 
39  Mumford, Lewis. Technics and Civilisation. London, Routledge.  1934: 14.  Cited by Townsend. 
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machine for living, mobile phones are essential tools that enable cities to affect a fundamental 

transformation in individual perceptions of self and the world.  They also mobilise a notion put 

forward by Paul Virilio that we are losing our sense of space as we more and more push the speed 

at which things move.40 

The Theoretical Effect 2: Spaces of Conflict and Resolution 

If Rushdie‘s fictional Art Garfunkel-y man provided a colourful illustration of what I have called 

‗the mobile effect‘ on spatial senses, this is confirmed by detailed accounts in Caronia‘s study of 

teenage use of the mobile phone.  Gergen‘s observations and fears about a degraded sense of 

identity, frames Rushdie‘s example as a ―disintegrated contemporary reality‖.  Fields susceptible 

to ‗the mobile effect‘ therefore have a clear social context (changing how people orient themselves 

and others in space) and involve a psychological domain (a fluidity of time and identity).  It is 

significant that Townsend‘s survey relates to an urban setting,41 where a mobile effect is 

characterised by a sense of safety in the city (i.e. helping people to be ‗always connected‘).  

However, a contradiction begins to emerge in this reassuring picture: connectivity, as Caronia 

observes, involves multiple identities vying for ―joint and progressive construction” of relationships 

and meaning.  In other words a reconstruction of temporal and spatial significance fragments 

time and space while it is subdivided by individuals vying for dominant status.  All this occurs in 

an ‗absent presence‘ which, in Gergen‘s terms, is intensified because it occurs in diffuse, diverse 

and shifting locations, reconfiguring spatial and temporal stabilities in a shifting network of 

users.  Furthermore, while attention is split on the simplest level, between presence (that 

Seventieth Street continuum) and absence (of another person or persons), the changes wrought 

by mobile service providers give rise to ‗content‘ that threatens to seep into the interstices of 

these fields.   

Intervention by commercial interest impacts the temporal field by distorting a sense of ‗liveness‘.  

As we have seen, attempts by service providers to get our money causes a shift away from 

‗personal connectedness‘ and tends towards an ‗entertainment experience‘.  Content provider 

intervention in what, as Gergen reminds us, used to be an extension of face-to-face relations, 

amounts to an injection of market interests and turns users into a new audience to target.  

Transforming citizens into consumers in this way shatters the borderland between private and 

public spaces that the endogenous telephone used to inhabit.  Despite the take-up of mobile 

phone technology being more rapid than that of both computer and internet use, regulation to 

support and control its use (and abuse) has not followed.  Townsend‘s article opens by asking why 

the ―introduction of inexpensive, mass-produced mobile communications has not been heralded 

nor as closely studied as the advent and explosive expansion of the World Wide Web‖.  A 2003 

report for Telecommunications Policy, on the ‗digital divide‘ by Rutgers University notes a 

                                                 
40  See Murphie and Potts, 2005: 36-38. 
41  And indeed the 2004 Nestle Research survey of 11 – 21 year olds confirmed a greater preference for 

mobile talk in London than in any other part of the UK. 
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similar bias, asking why it is that, ―a communication technology that is heavily used by 

minorities in the US, [like] the mobile phone has not attracted the attention of the scholarly 

community or policy-makers to a significant degree, unlike the internet‖? Pointedly, the report 

observes that  ―in the developing world, it is the poorest segment of the population that is often 

the earliest adopter of mobile telephones.  It seems when the motive is there, the price of the 

ICTs do not serve as a substantial barrier, a finding of surprising import when considering the 

subsidy policies of many Western governments relative to the internet.‖42   

And if mobile telephony is to converge with online computing, the question intensifies as to why 

governments have not formulated policy to help guide and support its development.  Let us 

consider why this may be so.  One answer may involve the kind of age bias that has been implied 

above in terms of teenage use and academic ‗outsider-ness‘.  Beneath this attitude is a perception 

that telephone ‗chat‘ belongs to the domain of ‗free-speech‘ and is less academically ‗worthy‘ than 

email – which is, after all, an electronic extension of print (at which the internet already excels).  

While this notion is off-set to some extent by the mobile‘s text function, the radical 

reconfiguration of grammar in a discourse of texting has still to emerge from its cloud of 

inferiority.  Beyond the backwaters of grammar the implications of Townsend‘s insights into a 

decentralised, the urban metabolism that depends on the anarchy of microstructures should 

surely set off alarm bells in circles where control is considered paramount.   

We have considered above the exploitation of users by Vibe Media distorting basic notions of 

interactivity for commercial gain.  This case suggests possible reasons for the lack of regulation.  

Perhaps the issue is, as Steve Smith notes in his MediaPost pieces, that despite a projected 

convergence of technology, mobile content production is rarely successful.  The case for mobile 

content as a viable cash cow has yet to be made and the fortunes of even major players suggests 

there is no mobile equivalent to Microsoft or Google as yet.  The search for mobile content 

continues at the time of writing chiefly, I would suggest, because the appeal of ‗liveness‘ – of 

being connected with another person – outweighs and excludes much of the content and services 

on offer.  This of course is the reason behind the pursuit of user generated content.  If the 

liveness of connectedness can be captured, packaged and commodified, it can be re-sold and the 

profits shared with the user generator. 

Let us pursue this notion of ‗liveness‘, since development of mobile content clearly involves a 

seepage of its meaning.  This has far-reaching implications for the effect of technology on human 

interaction with the real.  ‗Liveness‘ has been recognised in traditional media discourse as a 

central feature of television, radio and, more recently, broadband and internet where it refers to 

delivery of concurrent events.  Television has long prided itself on its ability to present events 

which are relatively immediate, and some discussion about the introduction of digital radio 

                                                 
42  Rice, Ronald E. & Katz, James E. ―Comparing Internet and Mobile Phone Usage: Digital Divides of 

Usage, Adoption and Dropouts.‖  Telecommunications Policy 27. (2003) 597-632: 602.  Available at: 

http://www.siencedirect.com  

http://www.siencedirect.com/
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broadcasting highlighted the two-second delay involved.43  Meanwhile the marketing of 

Broadband delivery of TV has made a virtue of this, by celebrating the control option in an ability 

to pause live events, so that they may be accessed at times convenient to the user.  ‗Liveness‘ 

defined as an ‗immediate‘ experience of events as they happen, thus begins to lose its currency as 

the user of new media comes into the picture.  ‗Liveness‘ instead begins to define a shared, 

concurrent experience of reception rather than relating to the concurrence of the source event.   

As Nick Couldry has put it, a category of ‗liveness‘ ―is now under challenge by other forms of 

connection which are not linked to a media production centre ...‖44  Search engines, for example, 

assure users they are live and immediate by indicating the amount of time that a search takes.  

As Professor of New Media Studies, Michele White notes, ―Internet settings tend to suggest that 

reliability is facilitated by liveness and updating rather than indicating reliability is made 

possible by continuance and immutability … television and computer representations appear to 

be live because of the ways in which the technologies render images.‖45  In other words the ‗form 

of connection‘ is no longer tethered to a spatial, geographical location and itself enters a virtual, 

‗no-where‘ context.  

Couldry outlines two fundamental shifts that destabilise liveness.  The first is ‗online liveness‘ – 

essentially an extension of traditional live broadcasting in media like TV – which may even occur 

on a website linked to a reality TV programme like Big Brother.  This liveness aligns with 

Gergen‘s notion of exogenous absent presence.  The second liveness, aligning with Gergen‘s notion 

of endogenous absent presence Couldry calls ‗group liveness‘.  This concerns a concurrent event of 

reception, such as the ‗social co-presence‘ of a group of friends in continuous contact via mobile 

calls and texts; that is, individuals engaging in Gergen‘s ‗absent presence‘ with no concurrent 

event being shared apart from the reception of their own connectedness.  But even this 

experience of time is fragment by mutually exclusive categories of a centralised network or 

person-to-person connections.  Further than this, I suggest that the challenge of new technology 

destabilises not only ‗liveness‘, but also the status of the user, whose relation to the technological 

object is problematised in the process.  Gergen‘s category of endogenous absent presence requires 

an origin within a community, but destabilised liveness changes the space of community and this 

affects one of the key markers of conceptual change.  

According to Couldry, ―we are entering a period where there is likely to be a dynamic interplay 

between different modes of liveness and the differently organised networks for which they 

stand.‖46  Perhaps this is the key to why governments are no longer interested in regulating new 

                                                 
43  Concern over the accuracy of Big Ben‘s chimes was expressed by British listeners to BBC Radio 4. 
44  Couldry, Nick. (2004)  ‗Actor Network Theory and Media: Do they Connect and on What Terms?‘  

Unpublished Chapter for Hepp et. al. [eds] Cultures of Connectivity. Accessed 12/05/06 from: 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/media@lse/pdf/Couldry_ActorNetworkTheoryMedia.pdf: Emphasis added. 
45   White, 2006: 346-7.   
46 Couldry, Nick. (2004)  ‗Actor Network Theory and Media: Do they Connect and on What Terms?‘  

Unpublished Chapter for Hepp, A et. Al. (eds) Cultures of Connectivity. Accessed 12/05/06 from: 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/media@lse/pdf/Couldry_ActorNetworkTheoryMedia.pdf: 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/media@lse/pdf/Couldry_ActorNetworkTheoryMedia.pdf
http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/media@lse/pdf/Couldry_ActorNetworkTheoryMedia.pdf
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technologies like the mobile phone: if time – or at least a sense of the present – is destabilised in 

a challenge to liveness, which de-couples the reception context from any links with a concurrent 

broadcast, then companies need no longer be linked to a media production centre.  In which case 

communication policy is simply a matter of selling licences to broadcasters, who can then be left 

to their own devices and make the ‗present‘ a mere commodity.  Evidence for this shift in the 

currency of ‗liveness‘ is found in Steve Smith‘s professed problem with media-savvy mobile users 

who raise the value on their consciousness: consumer-users become marketers and profits from 

their UGC and may thus evade the pockets of the service provider.  In fact producers in turn 

become users themselves (of mobile technology to access a potential market).  A destabilisation of 

liveness thus reconfigures producers and consumers, who now ‗circle‘ the (technological) object in 

anticipation of changing use functions and values. 

One way of thinking about conflict in a shifting network of interactive relations to technological 

objects is provided by a theory of art.  In How Images Think, President of the Institute of Art and 

Design at Vancouver‘s New Media Innovation Centre, Ron Burnett does not of course claim that 

anything close to the complexity of human thought occurs in objects, but argues that the strength 

and depth of human engagement with the objects they create frames a context for that 

engagement; depiction is therefore less important than the interactive process and interpretive 

judgement that is mobilised by its reception.  When we talk of technological interaction we 

should not be too quick to equate it with a literal, physical movement such as pressing a button, 

holding a speaker to the 

ear or choosing a link on 

a computer screen.   

Whether it is a 

commodity or an art 

object, for Burnett, 

creativity is involved in 

bringing an internal 

‗image‘ to an external 

reality.  In this sense a 

confluence of exogenous 

and endogenous ‗images‘ 

or expectations gives rise 

to an object‘s ‗meaning‘.   

Such a confluence of the exogenous and endogenous lies at the heart of research by RedTacton.  A 

new Human Area Networking technology, RedTacton according to their website, uses the minute 

electric field emitted on the surface of the human body to form a transmission path the moment 

Fig 2. 
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contact is made with a transceiver.47  Devices are thus linked in various combinations according 

to the user's natural, physical movements (Fig 2).  Communication is made possible using any 

body surface, such as hands, fingers, arms, feet, face, legs or torso, and can work through shoes 

and clothing as well.  By embedding interactivity in natural, physical movement RedTacton and 

make the space between the real and ‗not-real‘ an even more complex psychological engagement 

in Burnett‘s terms.  Burnett argues that shifting assumptions that go into such subject/object 

relations, to construct meaning, is a site of contestation created to dissolve conflict.  It is where 

something close to the real – something ‗virtual‘ – is created.  For Burnett ―virtual worlds are an 

expression of the many ways in which humans solve their conflicted relationships with the 

machines they have created and the vast technological infrastructure that many societies now 

support.‖48 

Technological Affect 

So what do all these observations bring to the question concerning the mobile phone?  What is 

the nature of my attachment to my phone?  Why have I become emotionally and psychologically 

linked to something that is not just a phone anymore?  This essay has suggested an answer to 

this that has to take into account a range of processes.  Can I really claim with a straight face 

that my mobile phone represents a prosthetic tool of absent presence, providing a solution to a 

conflicted relationship, harboured in a complex technological infrastructure of accelerated urban 

metabolism, involving a flux of time and space?   

This is a complicated, abstract answer to a very ordinary, subjective question.  But the nature of 

the question concerning technology is demonstrated by a web search for a dictionary definition of 

the word.  This gives at least 28 results.  The current meaning of ‗technology‘ arose only in the 

second half of the nineteenth century.  Heidegger reminds us that its origins stem from the 

ancient Greek words tekhne, meaning art or craft, and logos, meaning system or study: ―tekhne is 

the name not only for the activities and skills of the craftsman, but also for the arts of the mind 

and the fine arts‖.49  In the 17th and 18th centuries a study of the arts was still associated with 

‗technology‘.  But in the wake of the industrial revolution and the rise of science, with its 

propensity to measure, predict and control nature, ‗technology‘ came to refer to the system of 

mechanical and industrial arts.   

By the end of the nineteenth century ‗technology‘ was about the science of machinery and 

engineering, and the word referred chiefly to the apparatus.  In the 1920s a ‗technocrat‘ was a 

person who believed in the administration of society by technical experts, as an alternative to 

conventional democracy.  Retaining some of the negative connotations of mechanical, social 

engineering and control therefore, the contemporary meaning still evades association with the 

                                                 
47

 http://www.redtacton.com/en/index.html 
48  Burnett, Ron. How Images Think.  MIT. 2004: 58 
49  Heidegger, Martin.  The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays.  Harper & Row, New York. 

English Translation, 1977: 13. 
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arts in describing an overall system and process: it is both more abstract and more specific than a 

late nineteenth century meaning.  As an abstraction it suggests a system that surrounds us and 

which we inhabit; but it also still refers to individual machines and devices (such as my mobile 

phone).  This is especially the case with increasing miniaturisation of new technology, which 

makes an extended, abstract connotation seem more remote.  How can this small gadget mobilise 

all these meanings?  The answer: how can it not?   

The reason the answer to my everyday question about the mobile phone seems absurdly broad in 

scope is because, as Burnett suggests, technology references the world that surrounds us and 

which we inhabit.  I will try to examine the implications of this through reference to a couple of 

examples that perhaps unexpectedly illustrate a sense of absent presence, latent agency and a 

conflicted relationship. 

Consider the following statement made by Franklin Orth, executive Vice President of the 

National Rifle Association, to the 1968 US Senate sub-committee: 

―There is a very special relationship between a man and his gun – an atavistic 

relation with its deep roots in pre-history, when the primitive man‘s personal 

weapon, so often his only effective defence and food provider, was nearly as 

precious to him as his own limbs.‖50 

In his article exploring the mobile phone and urban metabolism, Townsend takes the time to 

discuss the tendency to romanticise mobile phone lifestyles.  In advertising, it becomes a 

fashionable extension of power and virility in men or sustains family ties, security and mastery 

of the drab city for women.  More telling than these metaphors is a linguistic trope in Finnish 

teenagers: having ceased referring to their phones as ‗jupinalle‘ – ―yuppy teddy bears‖ – 

Townsend notes that by 2000 they had started calling them ―kannykka‖ or ―kanny‖, which means 

―an extension of the hand.‖  As Townsend observes, ―From the very physical metaphor of 

something separate, cute, and essentially useless – a teddy bear – the name has evolved into a 

more abstract, loaded term: a metaphorical extension of the hand, a serious tool linked to the 

owner on the most basic level.‖51  The question of technology as bodily extension has underpinned 

the above analyses of the mobile phone in terms of marketers, sociologists, psychologists, 

philosophers, architects and urban planners.  How much more worthy a candidate for that 

accolade then is the gun, which is so often instinctively represented by the pointed fingers of a 

child?   

In his address to the senate, Orth capitalises on this common-sense association, imbuing the 

weapon with limbic roots in pre-history in order to argue America‘s ‗natural‘ right to bear arms 

throughout its history.  But according to historian, Michael Bellesiles, things were not so simple 

as a pathological reversion to remote, early ancestry: technology is also subject to shifts in 

political forces.  A relationship to a weapon might be ―nearly as precious to him as his own 

                                                 
50  Quoted by Tim Cornwell. ―Who said your Daddy‘s Daddy won the West with the help of a gun?‖  THES. 

Nov 10, 2000: 20. 
51  Townsend: 92 
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limbs‖, as Orth claims, but perception of such a long romance with the gun in America is a 

consequence not of nature but, according to Bellesiles, of economics and Hollywood‘s effective 

ideological re-writing of history in the genre of the western.  Bellesiles‘ attack on the gun lobby 

explained that, before 1850, less than 10% of Americans owned a gun.  At this time hand-

assembled matchlocks and flintlocks were slow, ineffective and expensive.  It was the Civil War 

that drove development of automated, breech-loading technology and the war‘s demands also 

brought down prices.  After the Civil War, demand was maintained by modernist infrastructures 

like the fledgling advertising industry and entrepreneurs like Samuel Colt (among others) who 

exploited circus shows (like Annie Oakley‘s sharpshooter act) in an age of accelerating urban 

metabolism. 

In other words, the notion of the gun as limbic extension and desirable, technological 

augmentation to body and lifestyle was – as in the case of the mobile phone – aided and abetted 

by commercial interests, which remained obstinately oblivious to any ethical concerns.   A 

discourse of gun ownership in America has remained bound up with claims to nature and culture, 

ideologies of free speech and ethical conflict.  The subjective becomes politically ‗loaded‘, global 

and objective in the hands of larger interests.  This is very similar to the processes we see at 

work in the case of the mobile phone.   

We have noted earlier how, for Gergen, ‗absent presence‘ is a feature of communication 

technology, which may be traced from print through successive technologies, to further 

understand what I have called the ‗mobile effect‘.  But absent presence is also a feature of 

weapons technology.  Consider that the user of a weapon has to be aware of its reach and its 

effect on objects beyond physical reach of the immediate environment.  As the technology of 

weapons developed, this range has increased to the point where a computer-guided missile can 

now be targeted from extremely remote locations via video, satellite and even internet links.  

Engaging with control over enormous potential for destruction – in the atom bomb for example – 

requires undivided attention: one needs to master the virtual presence of a world on a screen 

representing a physically absent target site.  The resultant psychological state can surely be 

described as an awareness of virtual presence in the user if not observance of authoritarian 

constraints. 

Between 1865 and 1914, handgun technology was building on and refining the technology of the 

rifle. Fuelled by technological and commercial infrastructures weaponry progressed to industrial 

levels.52  This level of ‗industrial‘ weaponry is a reflection of accelerating urban metabolism, an 

aspect of which is found in another developing technology of the time: moving pictures in these 

same years were refining the already existing technology of photography.  Sharing the term shot 

in their key vocabularies, camera and gun deployed similar concepts by exploiting the 

penetrative gaze of modernity (through gun sight and viewfinder).  Both are selective, aimed and 

                                                 
52  Ironically the pre-industrial strategies used in WW1 led to technology addressing another kind of absent 

presence: after 1918 medical technology explored limb replacement (rather than extension).   
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targeted; both offered gazes which were potentially destructive, investigative and searching.  As 

with the gun, motion pictures could ‗fracture‘ the body (with close-ups and point-of-view shots).  

And both implied a hegemonic relation to the world affecting an absent presence that centred on 

the user, whose finger or hand on the trigger/ button/crank handle is in control.  In this respect 

both weapons and moving picture technology reconfigured a sense of space.  More than this, 

moving pictures functioned too as a physical and psychological prosthetic. 

If absent presence describes the result of mobile phone usage, it also articulates the reach of 

weaponry beyond a physical ability.  The weapon‘s extension of the body creates a sensibility of 

‗absent‘ closeness and of distant presence, mechanically and violently penetrating the visual field 

of the eye‘s domain.  The experiments with mechanical trompe l‘oeil through the nineteenth 

century had exploited Mark Peter Roget‘s theory of the ‗persistence of vision‘, to perfect the 

presentation of a series of still images in quick succession.53  It was believed that the biological 

mechanism of the eye converted these into an impression – an illusion – of movement by ‗tricking‘ 

the brain.  As Crary notes, it has been suggested that this explanation of the fusion or blending of 

images has proved inadequate,54 but ―what is important are the conditions and circumstances 

that allowed it to operate as an explanation and the historical subject/object observer that it 

presupposed.‖55   

We may recall Gergen‘s history of the telephone; though it operated a different modality, moving 

image technology was designed as an exogenous construct that exploited a presumed endogenous, 

physical sensorium (in the case of the telephone it had been hearing).  The moving image, like the 

telephone, extended this physical impact (of sound on the ear drum; of light on the retina) into a 

psychological prosthetic.  Hugo Münsterberg, Professor of Psychology at Harvard University, was 

the first to analyse the complexities of moving image technology in The Film: A Psychological 

Study (1916).  He observed that the essence of the motion picture lay in its ability to reproduce, or 

"objectify", not just physical entities but also mental functions.  Obeying the laws of the mind 

rather than those of the outer world, the moving picture was a true mental prosthetic: 

The photoplay shows us a significant conflict of human actions in moving 

pictures which, freed from the physical forms of space, time, and 

causality, are adjusted to the free play of our mental experiences and 

reach complete isolation from the practical world through the perfect 

unity of plot and pictorial appearance.56 

In moving image technology an externalised human activity becomes material to be shaped into, 

for example, a-temporal flashes of memory, and flights of imagination.  This contrasted with 

events in theatre, which had to be experienced as they followed each other in time.  In film, as 

                                                 
53  Roget‘s paper ―Explanation of an optical deception in the appearance of the spokes of a wheel when seen 

through vertical apertures”, was presented on December 9, 1824. 
54  See Joseph and Barbara Anderson, Motion Perception in Motion Pictures and Bill Nichols and Susan J. 

Lederman , Flicker and Motion in Film, both in de Lauretis, Teresa & Heath, Stephen [eds].  The 

Cinematic Apparatus.  Macmillan.  1980: 76-95 and 96-105. 
55   Crary, 1990: 110 
56   Langdale [ed], 2002: 138. Emphasis added. 
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Münsterberg observed, action can suddenly jump back and forth, just like imagination.  As Lev 

Manovich points out, ―The psychological laboratory became indistinguishable from the movie 

house; the textbook of experimental psychology [is culled] from the cinematographer's manual.  

The mind was projected on the screen; the inside became the outside.‖57 

I have argued that examples of quite different technologies demonstrate absent presence and are 

all symptomatic of ‗virtual‘ worlds.  They also provide evidence of a conflict and an acceleration of 

urban metabolism.  Though they are disparate and historically diverse, they have similar effects 

and provide a rationale for extending our discussion beyond mobile phones.  There is much to be 

gained from considering their specific effect, but we need to look at how (now old) technologies 

were viewed when they were ‗new‘.  Our brief tracing of comparative symptoms in apparently 

diverse technologies underlines two aspect of a redefined focus.  Firstly, instead of thinking of 

separate technologies, with specialised functions, a wider functionality will embrace aspects of 

‗the technological effect‘.  Media convergence and a notion of cultural prosthetics are part of the 

repertoire of digital convergence in ‗new‘ media but, as I have demonstrated, technology affects 

range across the domains of space, time and identity in different periods and contexts.  Secondly, 

shifting to a broader view of technology allows scrutiny of a key process: the idea of ‗shooting‘ 

with both gun and camera exemplifies a conceptual ‗trope‘ that transcends technical boundaries.  

This conceptual transition introduces an unconsciously social aspect of the ‗technological affect‘.   

Genealogy: Latencies and Markers 

Ron Burnett uses the term virtual to describe a ‘space‘ between the real and ‗not-real‘, where 

images cause humans to process meaning as thought.58  As such the virtual is the ‗product-of-a-

process‘.  It expresses a resolution of conflict that occurs without active or conscious participation.  

And it can be understood as a ‗space‘ of latent resolution. 

For example, in the 1820s the prospect of manufacturing Charles Babbage‘s Analytical Engine, 

the theoretical model which (had it been assembled) would have been the prototype for the 

computer, posed an enormous logistical problem that was not financially viable.  The then Prime 

Minister, Robert Peel, is said to have quipped that if it was ever completed, the Difference 

Engine should first be set to calculate how much money went into its own construction.59  

Nevertheless, as Lister et.al. point out: 

Had they been fully realised … these machines and especially the 

Analytical Engine, had the potential to turn the period of the Industrial 

Revolution into the first computer age, as William Gibson and Bruce 

Sterling‘s novel The Analytical Engine (1990) hypothesised.60 

                                                 
57   ―From the Externalization of the Psyche to the Implantation of Technology.‖  Available at: 

http://www.manovich.net/TEXT/externalization.html  (accessed 19/8/2008) 
58  Burnett, 2004 
59  See Green, Christopher. ―Was Babbage's Analytical Engine an Instrument of Psychological Research?‖ 

Accessed 24/9/05 from http://www.yorku.ca/christo/papers/babbage-berlin.htm 
60
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At roughly the same time as Babbage‘s theoretical machine was being discussed, Roget‘s theory 

of the ‗persistence of vision‘ provided a theoretical model that explained visual processing of 

movement.  This in turn provided a rationale for constructing small moving image synthesisers.  

Photographic technology such as the Daguerreotype was also beginning its slow progress towards 

merging with ‗Roget-inspired‘ parlour toys, but thus far there was no monetary or even logical 

reason for anyone to see these mechanisms as other than quite separate.  The eventual merging 

of visual parlour toys with descendants of the daguerreotype and later again with descendants of 

the conceptual analytical engine in the late twentieth century, would result in the machine I am 

using to write these words. 

Nowadays machines may be said to both attract and repel humans.  They are useful but threaten 

the control we like to think we have over our destiny.  Moreover, as Burnett points out, because 

―interaction between machines and humans has become far more complicated... this does not 

mean that the contradictory relationship humans have with machines has lessened in 

intensity.‖61   Latency in the potential of Burnett‘s conflict between technology and user also 

refers to the complexities of ‗delayed‘ convergence and the strands of antecedent technologies that 

may remain separate until a contingency arises.  A key requirement of convergence, loosely 

assigned to ‗new‘ technology, hinges on the arbitrary formatting of data storage.  Lev Manovich 

has suggested that convergence almost occurred ‗accidentally‘ in the ‗prehistory‘ of new media, 

when Konrad Zuse, inventor of the first fully functional automatic digital computer, used 

discarded 35 mm film as a substitute for continuous tape for punch-holes (when he built a 

calculating machine in his parent‘s living room).62  Manovich supplies no date for his anecdote 

(Zuse began work on his project in 1934, never having heard of Charles Babbage63), but uses its 

accident to deny the presence of a clear, logical, incremental emergence of technology.  The point 

for Manovich is that eventual convergence marks a return to origins:  ―As Ada Augusta … put it, 

‗The Analytical Engine weaves algebraic patterns just as the Jacquard loom weaves flowers and 

leaves.‘  Thus a programmed machine was already synthesizing images even before it was put to 

processing numbers.‖64  Today the computer is ―no longer just an Analytical Engine suitable for 

crunching numbers, but has become [again] Jacquard‘s loom – a media synthesiser and 

manipulator.‖65  We can say only in retrospect that Zuse‘s activities in his parents‘ apartment 

were somehow acting out a technological latency of convergence. 

So while the antecedents of modern media (photography, image synthesisers) and calculating 

machines emerged at the same time (the 1820s), Manovich maintains that they were tied to 

separate historical trajectories as long as they stored their respective data in different formats – 

one in iconic and the other in binary code.   A theoretical analytical engine could not lead directly 
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to a nineteenth century equivalence of the computer because the cogs could not yet be milled to 

such precise measurements.  But Manovich says it was not simply a question of the mechanical 

limits, nor was it that economic or logical, incremental stages of intellectual, technological 

progress had to be traversed.  Technological history, he argues, involves arbitrary incidents 

merging and converging in ‗loops‘ of time  – loops which are not completely technical but can be 

quirky and ‗human‘, like when Zuse improvised in his parents‘ living room.  In Manovich‘s 

scenario it is the mechanical process of data storage that emerges as the agent of later 

convergence.  The demands of human agency – that is to say, subjective, social and cultural 

pressures – seem to operate on each strand of technology before they merge to keep them 

separate; after they merge, similar pressures function to keep them together.   

The question I am addressing here concerns whether we are content to call this ‗accidental‘, or 

whether we can say that an agency determines how a latent process operates in separate strands 

of technological development (data calculator and image synthesiser).   

Media and computer – Daguerre‘s daguerreotype and Babbage‘s Analytical 

Engine, the Lumiere Cinematographe and Hollerith‘s tabulator – merge into 

one.  All existing media are translated into numerical data accessible for the 

computer.66 

So while Burnett‘s notion of the virtual emerges from a process of conflict, it recognises a latency 

of historical and cultural pressures bearing down on ‗natural‘ developments in technology.  For 

Manovich convergence re-unites the calculator with its image-synthesising counterpart.  In 

closing this historical loop, Manovich reconfigures assumptions about each technological form, 

articulating Burnett‘s notion of the virtual as a conflicted relationship not just between human 

and machine, but also between machine and machine.  The meeting of data calculator and image 

synthesiser changes the identity of both media machine and computer: ―No longer just a 

calculator, control mechanism, or communication device, the computer becomes a media 

processor … No longer just an Analytical Engine, suitable only for crunching numbers, it has 

become Jacquard‘s loom – a media synthesiser and manipulator.‖67  And eventually a mobile 

phone! 

This approach to latent agency can be extended by applying Latour‘s notion of hybrid networks.68  

Actor Network Theory brings together an interaction of nature and culture, or a network of 

human and non-human agency in a model that warrants further exploration to address just how 

‗accidental‘ the closure of Manovich‘s historical loop is.   

Summary 

The mobile phone is the emblematic object of 'technology', being the most obvious site of 

convergence.  While this article has perhaps under-represented other modes of technological 

object and risks a simplification of the argument, the intention has been to frame the thesis that 
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technology appeals to a thigmophilic tendency – a touch-loving sense of physical attachment we 

carry around with us.  Manufacturers seek to exploit a thigmophilic sense of bodily extension 

that some attach to their phone, while others – including the Catholic Church – tend to condemn 

a reliance that leads to inner or spiritual barrenness.   

While other technologies may also do so, the mobile phone usefully illustrates how technology 

reconfigures a conceptualisation of reality, empowering people to redefine spatial and temporal 

relations in different settings.  An especially versatile urban tool, it reconfigures a nineteenth 

century figure of the ‗flaneur‘, while creating a sense of connectedness with a peer group that 

transforms private into public spheres and vice versa.   As well as making the body, space and 

time sites of contested meanings and relations, its technology creates a fourth contested domain 

between users that amounts to a virtual ‗space‘.  Commercial interests seek to exploit this virtual 

domain by combining and adapting mainly ‗old‘ media forms and commodities.   

The mobile phone also demonstrates how technology enables contradictory concepts to co-exist: 

connectedness and separation, convergence and fragmentation, absence and presence.  These are 

not unique to the mobile phone – or even to the telephone apparatus.  Retrospective histories of 

technology can unpack such opposing strands and show how categories of functions (such as 

monological and dialogical) converge in a contested domain of the virtual.  A pessimistic view 

sees immersion in technological functions as confirming addiction to technical achievement.  An 

optimistic view suggests that consequently decentralised networks of urban environments have 

increased capacity and efficiency, allowing cities to reach ―real-time‖ velocity.  This brings about 

fundamental transformations in the individual perception of self and the world.  The result of 

commercial intervention in the virtual space created by technology poses problems for regulation 

and control, while destabilising a sense of liveness as concurrence.   

I have argued that the spaces of contestation opened by the mobile phones can be found in 

technology that functions as an extension of physical and psychological states.  A genealogy of 

technology reveals latency of convergence that raises questions about agency and brings closer 

the prevalence of hybrid networks.   

  



31 

 

Bibliography 

 

Anderson, Joseph & Barbara, ―Motion Perception in Motion Pictures‖ in De Lauretis, 

Teresa & Heath, Stephen [eds].  The Cinematic Apparatus.  Macmillan.  1980. pp 

76 – 95. 

 

Augé, Marc.  Non-places: Introduction to an anthropology of Supermodernity. Verso.  

(1992) 1995.  Trans. John Howe 

 

Bowser, Eileen. History of the American Cinema Vol. 2. The Transformation of Cinema 

1907– 915.  University of California Press.  1990. 

 

Burnett, Ron.  How Images Think.  MIT. 2004 

 

Caronia, Letizia.  (2005)  ―Mobile Culture:An Ethnography of Cellular Phone Uses in 

Teenagers‘ Everyday Life.‖  Convergence  Vol. 11 no.3.  96-103.  

 

Clough, Patricia Ticineto. Autoaffection: Unconscious Thought in the Age of Technology. 

University of Minesota Press.  Mineapolis, London. 2000. 

 

Cornwell, Tim. ―Who said your Daddy‘s Daddy won the West with the help of a gun?‖  

Times Higher Education Supplement. Nov 10, 2000: 20. 

 

Couldry, Nick.  ―Actor Network Theory and Media: Do they Connect and on What 

Terms?‖  Unpublished Chapter for Hepp et. al. (eds) Cultures of Connectivity. 

2004.     Accessed 12/05/06 from: 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/media@lse/pdf/Couldry_ActorNetworkTheoryMedi

a.pdf  

 

Crary, Jonathan.  Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 

Nineteenth Century. MIT.  1990. 

 

Creed, Barbara.  ―Film and Psychoanalysis‖ in Hill, John & Church Gibson, 

Pamela.[eds]  The Oxford Guide to Film Studies. Oxford University Press, 1998. pp 

77 – 90. 

 

De Lauretis, Teresa & Heath, Stephen [eds].  The Cinematic Apparatus.  Macmillan.  

1980.  

 

Dimendberg, Edward.  Film Noir and the Spaces of Modernity.  Harvard University 

Press. 2004. 

 

Ezard, John. ―Mobile Users 'Ape Monkeys.‖  The Guardian. Dec 5, 2001. 

 

Friedberg, Anne.  Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern.  University of 

California Press.  1993. 

 

Gergen, Kenneth J. ―Cell phone technology and the realm of absent presence‖ in D. Katz 

and M. Aakhus (eds.)  Perpetual Contact. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

2002.  Available in manuscript form at 

http://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/kgergen1/web/page.phtml?id=manu32&st=man

uscripts&hf=1 



32 

 

 

Goldberg, Ken. [ed]  The Robot in the Garden: Telerobotics and Telepistemology in the 

Age of the Internet.  MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass. 2000. 

 

Green, Christopher. ―Was Babbage's Analytical Engine an Instrument of Psychological 

Research?‖ Available from: http://www.yorku.ca/christo/papers/babbage-berlin.htm 

(accessed 24/9/05) 

 

Heidegger, Martin.  The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays.  Harper & 

Row, New York. English Translation. 1977. 

 

Hill, John & Church Gibson, Pamela [eds].  The Oxford Guide to Film Studies.  Oxford 

University Press, 1998. 

  

Ihde, Don.  Bodies in Technology.  University of Minnesota Press.  2002. 

 

Katz, James E & Aakhus Mark A. (eds)  Perpetual Contact: Mobile Communication 

Private Talk, Public Performance. Cambridge, Mass: Cambridge University Press. 

2002.   

 

Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 

Mass. USA.  trans. Catherine Porter. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 

1993. 

 

Latour, Bruno.  Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory.  

Oxford University Press.  Oxford, New York.  2005. 

 

Lister, Martin; Dovey, Jon; Giddings, Seth; Grant, Iain; Kelly, Keiran.  New Media: A 

Critical Introduction.  Routledge.  2003. 

 

Manovich, Lev.  The Language of New Media.  MIT Press. 2001. 

 

Manovich, Lev .  ―From the Externalization of the Psyche to the Implantation of 

Technology.‖  Available at: http://www.manovich.net/TEXT/externalization.html  

(accessed 19/8/2008) 

 

Morin, Edgar. The Stars. University of Minnesota Press.  2005.  Trans. Richard Howard.  

Originally published in French as Les Stars.  Editions du Seuil. 1972. 

 

Mumford, Lewis. Technics and Civilisation. London, Routledge.  1934. 

 

Mumford, Lewis.  The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformation and Its Prospects. 

New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co. 1961. 

 

Münsterberg, Hugo.  Hugo Munsterberg on Film. The Photoplay: A Psychological Study 

and Other Writings. (1916)  Routledge.  New York.  London. 2002. Ed. Allan 

Langdale. 

 

Nichols, Bill & Lederman, Susan J., ―Flicker and Motion in Film‖ in De Lauretis, Teresa 

& Heath, Stephen [eds].  The Cinematic Apparatus.  Macmillan.  1980.  pp 96 - 105 

 

Nichols, Bill. [ed] Movies and Methods. Vol. II.  University of California Press.  1985. 



33 

 

 

Murphie, Andrew and Potts, John.  Culture and Technology.  Palgrave, MacMillan.  

2003. 

 

Rabinovitz, Lauren & Geil, Abraham [eds]  Memory Bytes: History, Technology and 

Digital Culture. Duke University Press, Durham & London.  2004. 
 

Reiser, Martin & Zapp, Andrea. eds.  New Screen Media: Cinema/Art/Narrative.  BFI.  

2002. 

 

Rice, Ronald E. & Katz, James E. Comparing Internet and Mobile Phone Usage: Digital 

Divides of Usage, Adoption and Dropouts. Telecommunications Policy 27.  

Available at www.sciencedirect.com  

 

Rosen, Christine. ―Our Cell Phones, Ourselves‖, The New Atlantis Journal of 

Technology & Society, Number 6, Summer 2004, pp. 26-45. 

 

Rushdie, Salman. Fury. Vintage Press, 2001. p88-89 

 

Shouse, Eric. "Feeling, Emotion, Affect." M/C Journal 8.6 (2005). 05 May. 2007 

http://journal.media-culture.org.au/0512/03-shouse.php 

 

Studlar, Gaylyn. ―Masochism and the Perverse Pleasures of Cinema‖ (1984) in Nichols, 

Bill. [ed] Movies and Methods. Vol. II.  University of California Press.  1985.  pp 

602 – 621.  

 

Studlar, Gaylyn.  This Mad Masquerade: Stardom and Masculinity in the Jazz Age.  

Columbia University Press, 1996. 

 

Townsend, Anthony M. ―Life in the Real-Time City: Mobile Telephones and Urban 

Metabolism.‖ Journal of Urban Technology. Vol. 7, No. 2. 2000. pp85-104. 

 

White, Michele.  ―Television and Internet Differences by Design: Rendering Liveness, 

Presence and Lived Space.‖  Convergence. Vol.12. No. 3. August 2006: 341-56. 

 

 


