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Introduction

It is often thought that telecommunications shrink the world, bringing the global to the local, dissolving, in the process, the differences that in the past made the world so big. In this paper I want to suggest that the opportunities that new mobile technologies afford do not always result in this order of change. Indeed, I will suggest that, in some regards, what they afford serves to highlight and deepen what is local as distinct from what is global, what is properly private and of no others’ concern and what may be shared and distributed and made common to all. But I also want to suggest that what may be of concern here may not be matters to do with politics and power and economics, the normal stuff if you like of those who discuss the local and the global. It may also have to do with personality. My view here is not that the trend toward the global is to be refuted, though, as participants at this conference may know, I do doubt many of the claims made about such grand social trends (see Harper, 2003: 185-214). Rather, I want to take seriously Marilyn Strathern’s oft-made point that the global is always bound to the local, always situated in the context in which it is manifested, and always bound to the concerns of the members of those settings. Whatever those concerns may be, I would suggest that it is those same concerns that should drive analysis of the local and the global. 

In this case, I want to explore how it might be that, though mobile technologies offer the power to make entirely local things into matters of broader significance, social propriety creates resistance to this. I will suggest that what is judged as vanity and self-obsession can become highlighted by certain sorts of mobile usage—or more particularly mobile applications—and that this in turn leads to resistance to that behaviour by others and could even lead to shame on the part of the user(s) in question (though as yet there is no evidence of the latter!). 

This sounds dramatic, though I mean nothing more here than that the way we live entails adopting systems of propriety and social etiquette that enable us not only to guide ourselves—our characters, behaviours, ideas—but also to measure others. These systems are delicate, frail and easily broken; yet they are remarkably powerful, leading in some cases to condemnation of those who fail to abide by them. 

In this view I am taking a Durkheimian perspective, assuming as a matter of sociological principle that society is based on moral, rather than economic fabrics, that social reality is at once shared yet bounded, and that it is through the efforts to transcend and break these boundaries that order itself is reasserted. The goal of sociological inquiry is, I think, not to amend or alter these assumptions, but to explore what might be the consequences of them for society and social action. What gives continual merit to such inquiries is how technology can create sources for change that affect how the moral fabric of society sustains itself. Mobile technology and human, social reaction to what mobile technologies can do provides the case in point here. 

The Social Effects of Mobiles

Let me begin by reminding ourselves of the innumerable studies of the social effects of mobiles. These discussions are, as I say, increasingly well-documented (as the proceedings from these conferences and my own work attest). Many aspects are highlighted in these discussions: two are perhaps worth mentioning here. 

First, it is often argued that mobile communications allow person-to-business relationships to become much more personalised than before, enabling more intimate and frequent contacts. In large part, this is because mobile networks provide much more fine-grained, ‘particularised’ information about user behaviour than has been possible hitherto. This is a historical trend, commentators claim, and follows on from the growth of credit card systems in the Sixties and Seventies through to the location information required by the State for police surveillance at the current time (for an overview of the commercial possibilities see Lindgren, et al, 2002; for a critical view, consider Poster, 2003:137-47)). These same commentators have remarked on how surprising they find the lack of concern users have expressed about this: they contend that users would be more agitated if they knew what was possible. They suggest that once business has effectively leveraged the (sometimes sinister) opportunities that this trend in particularisation creates, users (and indeed the regulators) will take more interest.

The second aspect worth remarking on has to do with users’ own conceptions. If the linkage between the individual and the wider business world is said to be becoming ever more worrisome by commentators, by contrast, users themselves have become very much more concerned with how mobile networks have brought their social worlds closer and smaller. Indeed, much of the social science research is about how mobiles enable a new form of connectivity between people. Gergen refers to the mobile phone as enabling ‘absent presence’ (2002: 227-241). Whether it is there or not there, whether it is used or not used, the mobile phone results in owners thinking that there are third parties present. At last year’s conference, Katz presented the idea that mobile users dance with the ghostly presence of their absent friends (2003: 21-33). 

These two strands of thought turn on what has been enabled by mobile telephony to date: i.e., voice and text messaging. As we move forward, into so-called multimedia messaging and 3G, mobile networks can come to offer more. And it is on this point that my own research finds its anchor. 

Blogging

It is of course a platitude to say that many technologies and applications do not get used as expected; it is often the case that users create new ‘application domains’ or ‘functional requirements’ through their discovery and creation of needs and practices that designers had no inkling about before users invented them. The popularity of Web “blogging” is such a case, being something that users of the Web themselves have begun to develop. Web blogging entails keeping a record of the Web sites that one visits, and personal thoughts and commentary around those sites. One then shares this with friends, colleagues and other site visitors. 

What I want to focus on is the fact that a similar practice seems possible with mobiles, where instead of it being Websites that are logged, it is images and sounds from the places that people have been with their mobile that are stored and made available to others. As it happens, Nokia have only in the past few weeks announced that they are but one of the manufactures exploring applications that will allow such ‘mobile blogging’ or m-blogging to be undertaken easily. 

The practice is not very commonplace and, Nokia notwithstanding, there are as yet few tools that support it. Perhaps more importantly, though, the idea of mobile blogging does have some general appeal insofar as Web blogging itself does too. The idea of showing and telling others about Web sites one is amused by makes sense; it is also, and this turns out to be important, a socially acceptable kind of ‘storytelling’. The possibility of using mobiles to create new ‘sites’ of information production and access naturally follows on from this, though as I say there are few if any applications in the area. Yet the possibility of sharing one’s experience, sharing one’s own ‘mobile voyage’, however, did not seem so appealing to people that I have interviewed. It is this research I want to report in this paper. What I want to report is how the people in my study explained that this kind of ‘storytelling’ was a step too far. 

An Interview Study

I want to present some evidence about mobile blogging gathered through a process of in-depth interviews with 40 individuals. All lived in England; 12 worked for the mobile operator that funded the project, with the rest outside of the company. Selection was based on ensuring a broad range of subjects (though all had to be familiar with using mobile telephones). The process entailed asking participants to comment upon and discuss various metaphorical ways of conceiving of future products and services on mobile networks. 

The metaphors were selected on the basis of either extensive prior research, insights from recent investigations, or topicality. The metaphors were not meant to specify what would be likely to emerge as future products and services, so much as to be used as analytical devices to highlight the range of possibilities that surround user concerns and possible behaviours vis-à-vis mobile devices. Some weighting of the importance of various aspects of user behaviour, and the value of mobile devices and services in supporting those values, was also included in the interview process (although this is excluded from this discussion). The method was viewed as exploratory and small scale and to be used as an indicator for future, more thorough research. Nonetheless, findings were sufficiently interesting and robust to merit presentation; thus this paper.
The Findings

The research found that most of the people we interviewed found the idea of mobile blogging rather strange and inappropriate. Why was this? 

To present materials from the transcripts would be appropriate for a longer version of this paper. However, to summarize, the concerns that the participants drew attention to had to do with how the nature of data captured by a mobile device was, in their view, qualitatively different from data captured with Web blogs. Somehow data from mobile phones was, as they understood it, essentially private and personal; the material of self-biography. In contrast, Web blogs were somehow more public, shareable. 

Now the issue here had to do with the moral order of storytelling—in ways that shall become clear shortly. Nearly all of the respondents remarked that one’s own biography (however captured) was not necessarily something that one would want to share; and this was what they thought that mobile blogs would generate: autobiographical materials. Their view was that sharing one’s personal experience was a much more delicate and socially difficult thing to do than sharing common experience. 

To put this a different way, the issue for them did not seem to be about ease of data capture. It was the idea of telling one’s own story that our participants found unappealing. None of the respondents created a paper autobiography for themselves for example; they perceived no interest in doing so with mobile technologies either. The issue for them had to do with the question of motive and what kind of person would tell a story about themselves. If Web blogging was about going somewhere else and encouraging others to go there too, then m-blogging was about one’s self. It was motivated by a belief that others should be interested in one’s own experience. In sum, my participants indicated that whereas Web blogging was celebratory of common experience, m-blogging was self-indulgent and vain. 

Comment

I should say that this is not what I had expected from the research. I had assumed that the issues of concern to the participants would be to do with usability and utility, possibly even raising some ‘Big Brother’ issues. I had not expected them to raise issues of the self and socially acceptable kinds of character. There is little if any literature on the subject of m-blogging, technical papers aside, and so there was no forewarning from prior research. In fact, this topic was mainly selected because of plausibility and topicality. 

A number of important implications can be drawn, however. The first is a paradox: Web travel is virtual whereas mobile travel is real; yet sharing the former is thought of as playful and earnest, whilst the latter is shallow and vain. The oft-drawn contrast between ‘normal’ people (with mobiles) and what are pejoratively called ‘anoraks’ who live in the unreal world of the PC thus looks less clear-cut than it sometimes is made out to be. 

Second, the interviewees’ responses underline the possibility that mobiles have a rather particular place in the contemporary world, a place that is essentially intimate and private and thus distinct from the role that other technologies might have. In my own research, this is certainly something that has been explored extensively. In that, we have shown that social bonds are created and sustained between individuals who already have intimate relationships. These bonds are created by various kinds of text “gifts” that they exchange with each other (Taylor & Harper, 2003; Berg et al, 2003). What is being suggested here is that certain types of giving and showing are unacceptable. To m-blog is to create an experience of excessive intimacy; it is not an opportunity for social solidarity. 

Interpretation

These are of course brief remarks and the topics raised by the evidence deserve more than a page or two. Nonetheless let me now conclude with some remarks about the global and the local and about sociological explorations of the same. 

I noted at the outset that I was taking a Durkheimian view insofar as I suggested that the boundaries of appropriate conduct are highlighted and re-invigorated when attempts to transcend them occur. What I have suggested is that m-blogging is thought of by people as a technological source of just such a threat; but that in bringing this threat to mind, it is also serving to remind those same people about aspects of personality that might otherwise be neglected, even forgotten about. Thus when I am using the word “threat”, two sides to the Durkheimian take on the concept are important. The first is the obvious and commonplace use of the term: a threat indicates something that needs to be resisted; the second has to do with reminding people. 

As to the first, what we find is that in this case the perceived threat is not to society per se, or to the political frameworks that balance the local and the global,most often discussed in discourses about these polar opposites. It is rather a threat to what is acceptable personality; to what one might call the link between character and social organisation (following C.Wright Mill’s formulation from the 1950s). Character is rarely mentioned in discussion of the global and the local, it being thought of as a topic of rather minor importance. Rather more attention is given to the term “identity” which allows sociologists to avoid any confrontation with the concept of personality and all its psychological underpinnings. Irrespective of what sociologists would prefer, what this little study suggests is that in the age of ‘anywhere, anytime’ connectivity, it is people rather than the technology that are crafting and defining the appropriate ways the technology should be used. The way they are doing this results in character being more important than politics—in this instance at least. 

The second aspect has to do with how the identification of a threat draws attention to matters that might otherwise be neglected. The suggestion here is that with the possibility of m-blogging, a kind of corrupted character can show itself, an excess of selfishness can be displayed and, worse, it can be encouraged. It is this that is at once a reminder to members of society of the need to preserve that balance between character that is ‘good’ and character that is ‘bad’; between a generosity of spirit and self-indulgence, between vanity and compassion. 

This is at least what the people in my interviews said; for them m-blogging was socially inept. It is a persuasive argument. Yet one needs only to pause and think that this may be only a step too far for some persons, not all. Although, amongst my participants, none kept diaries or journals, in England we have a history of famous diary keepers whose work we celebrate as much for the vanity of its creator(s) as for its historical insight(s). Samuel Pepys is perhaps the most well known. Perhaps, in the future, m-blogging will be a method that some future Pepys would exploit. But it might also be that m-blogging might turn in to something different altogether, something more to do with the expression of intimacy. After all, if a mobile exists within an intimate world of an individual, there are special persons who also exist within that world for that person. Close friends, for example, partners, siblings, children: perhaps they might find amusement in the sharing of the stuff that mobiles could afford. Just how that might be is something that we will be researching and look forward to reporting on. But as this short paper should make clear, we are not and should not be certain as to what we might find when we do so. 
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