Kristof Nyiri:

The Mobile Phone in 2005: Where Are We Now?

Introducing the Conference "Seeing, Understanding, Learning in the Mobile Age"

This is the fifth international conference within the framework of the CoMMU-
NICATIONS IN THE 21ST CENTURY project, a joint interdisciplinary social science proj-
ect coordinated by T-Mobile Hungary and the Institute for Philosophical Research of
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The project was initiated by T-Mobile Hungary,
and launched in January 2001. The aim was to gain a broad, so to speak philosophi-
cally informed, perspective on the collective and personal needs that mobile telephony
fulfils, and the changes it gives rise to in society and in the life of the individual.

By 2001, the triumphal march of the mobile phone was well underway. The
figure for worldwide penetration was 16%, with Western Europe reaching 70% but
showing substantial variation between rather low German and very high Scandinavian
percentages. The figure for North America was 42%, with the typical American schol-
ar still prone to mistaking the mobile phone for the PDA with a wireless connection,
while of course James Katz at Rutgers was already organizing from 1999 on, and pub-
lishing in 2002, one of the first, and to date the most influential, volume on mobile
telephony and social behaviour.' The mobile penetration rate for Hungary was 30% in
January 2001, with GPRS already on the horizon, and MMS about to be introduced
early the next year.

Today, the penetration figure for Hungary is almost 90%, and worldwide there
will be nearly 2 billion mobile phone users by the end of 2005, which means a pene-
tration rate of 31%. Of the almost 700 million mobile phones sold last year, some 250
millions had built-in cameras, while, significantly, only some 80 million digital cam-
eras were purchased. These numbers, impressive enough by themselves, reflect some
fundamental conditions and changes, which I will characterize, very briefly, under the
following headings: the myth of the digital divide; changing standards of politeness;
mobiles becoming the dominant medium; childhood in a new key; the transformation
of the social sciences.

The Myth of the Digital Divide

Today there are 8 mobile phones for every 100 people in Africa. In the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, the figure is 2. These figures appear to be low, but in the
poor world phones are widely shared. And the economic benefits of the spread of the
mobile are double what they are in the rich world. As recent British research sug-
gests,” in a typical developing country an increase of 10 mobiles per 100 people
boosts GDP growth by 0.6 percent. Mobile telephony narrows, rather than widens, the
so-called digital divide. The mobile is significantly less of an unequally distributed
resource than the internet is. Also, generally speaking, the digital divide is much eas-
ler to overcome than the economic divide which is its cause, and much easier to over-
come than the literacy divide ever was. In the end, the digital divide is a myth. Give a
kid a keyboard and a screen, and illiteracy becomes a thing of the past. Provide a dis-
advantaged, barely literate person with access to the internet, and soon she will run a
small virtual business enterprise. The thesis of Alexander Gerschenkron’s classic pa-
per from the mid-1950s, "Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective", accord-



ing to which underdeveloped countries, in order to catch up, have to directly adopt the
most developed technologies without going through the intermediate phases,”’ is fully
born out by empirical evidence today. The most advanced contemporary ICT today is
mobile telephony, and I am proud to note that the issue of the mobile phone as en-
hancing economic growth in the developing world was, with the contributions of Jon-
athan Donner, very much present at our earlier conferences.”

Changing Standards of Politeness

In 2001, the mobile phone was still widely regarded as the very epitome of
impoliteness. Even owning one was felt as a sign of bad taste. The disparaging Hun-
garian word for the mobile was bunkofon, that is "vulgarian-phone". I have not heard
that word for a long time now. The English evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar,
whose theory of the origins of language — gossiping as social grooming® — became,
incidentally, one of the most fertile theories informing social science research on mo-
bile communication, gave a talk at our 2002 conference in which he addressed the
question of why men, in contrast to women, tended to publicly display their mobiles,
and came up with the suggestion that what we have here is sexual advertising® — if so,
hardly what one would call refined behaviour. But the main problem, of course, was
seen in the disturbance of customary communicational patterns: the interruption of a
face-to-face conversation by a third party calling, dialogues with absent partners over-
heard in public places, and indeed one's perpetual accessibility. A flood of learned
studies came forth, with some of the most significant ones actually presented at the
Budapest conference series,’ studies of lasting value, theoretical witnesses to a unique
transitory stage in the history of social communication. This stage has, I believe, by
now passed. Although the management of overlapping social spaces arising as a con-
sequence of public mobile phone usage, as well as the continuous re-ordering of one's
schedule necessitated by unremitting availability, constitute real challenges yet to be
solved culturally and psychologically, the mobile is, generally, no longer felt to be a
source of impoliteness. On the contrary. With the mobile phone having become the
dominant communications device, we experience frustration if we cannot reach some-
one, far or near, by voice or SMS when the need arises. Today, the supremely impo-
lite individual is the one not accessible on the mobile: because he or she does not have
one, or does not switch it on, or is careless in checking messages. An asocial creature,
disturbing the normal flow of human communication.

Mobiles the Dominant Medium

Combining the option of voice calls with text messaging, MMS, as well as e-
mail, and on its way to becoming the natural interface through which to conduct shop-
ping, banking, booking flights, and checking in, the mobile phone is obviously turning
into the single unique instrument of mediated communication, mediating not just be-
tween people, but also between people and institutions, and indeed between people
and the world of inanimate objects. Furthermore, the mobile is today emerging as the
dominant medium in the sense of that strange singular in the plural, "media" — both as
mass media and new media. The term "mass media" was coined in the 1920s with the
advent of nationwide radio networks, mass-circulation newspapers, and magazines. It
designates the whole body of media reaching large numbers of the public via news-
papers, movies, radio, television, and most recently the World Wide Web. The World
Wide Web also qualifies as a member of the group "new media", meaning that it of-



fers personalized, customized, and grass-roots content. It relies, in a word, on inter-
activity. Clearly, the mobile phone is the new media par excellence. 1t is interactive —
indeed, being interactive and person-to-person is its primary vocation. And it is, or
very soon will be, a mass media: people do indeed yield to the attraction of watching
television (and of course of listening to radio, not to speak of reading newspapers)
when on the move. I know this is a contested issue, but I believe that the talks to be
given tomorrow in the "Mobile Video" section will go a long way towards clarifying
some of the debated questions.

Childhood in a New Key

The age group perhaps most deeply affected by the rise of the mobile is that of
children. And with the percentage of even very young users becoming ever higher,
warning voices, too, have become louder — reaching a shrieking level by the begin-
ning of 2005. The favourite bogy is the image of children not acquiring, or losing, the
ability to conduct full-fledged face-to-face conversations, due to their having become
so accustomed to mediated communication. As you know, this is patent nonsense.
Children handle, pass around, play with, mobiles; the mobile device acts as a centre
organizing their face-to-face social space. Of course they also use it to communicate
with each other, and that is an entirely felicitous phenomenon. Ubiquitous communi-
cation fulfils a deeply human urge, and children especially suffer if deprived of the
possibility of keeping in touch. This is an issue the present conference particularly
focusses on: it is addressed directly by two talks today in the morning, and by Jane
Vincent's talk this afternoon. Also, some ten talks or so analyze the topic of a new
learning environment for children (and indeed for us all) emerging as a consequence
of access to not just scattered information, but indeed to pertinent knowledge, any-
time, anywhere. Recall Dewey's argument — Mike Sharples in his talk will refer to it
in detail — that we need schools, artificial educational environments, because the
young can no longer move around in the world of adults and thus learn spontaneous-
ly.® It appears that this state of affairs is today rapidly changing. The medium in
which the young play, communicate, and learn, is increasingly identical with the
world in which adults communicate, work, do business, and seek entertainment. The
mobile is clearly creating an organic learning environment.

The Transformation of the Social Sciences

Having become the dominant medium, the mobile phone is today no longer
merely a particular, or indeed exotic, topic of the social sciences, as it certainly still
was in 2001. Instead, by constituting the very communicational environment of the
social scientist, the mobile has actually transformed the social sciences themselves.
Hungarian social science was especially well positioned to undergo, and perhaps even
to play a role in, this transformation, due to the interest the impact of communication
technologies on the organization of people and ideas had in this country in the 1920s
and 1930s already: recall the work of J6zsef Balogh on silent reading, or the influence
paleographer Istvan Hajnal and film theorist Béla Baldzs had on McLuhan's Toronto
circle.” As I wrote in my preface to the volume Mobile Democracy, the arrival of
McLuhan's ideas in Hungary from the 1960s on amounted, really, to a homecoming.
When the COMMUNICATIONS IN THE 21ST CENTURY project was launched by T-Mobile
in 2001, the stage was set for Hungarian social science, and in particular for Hungari-
an philosophy, to resume large-scale research at the point where Hajnal had finally



broken off in the early 1950s. At the present conference, both my colleague Zsuzsan-
na Kondor and myself will be exploiting Hajnal in our talks. Futhermore, both Tamas
Demeter and myself will be touching on Balogh. By way of conclusion, let me single
out from among the talks at this conference some in which the phenomenon that I
here label as "the transformation of the social sciences" is particularly conspicuous. I
am thinking of the talk by Maurizio Ferraris, pursuing a fascinating new line of philo-
sophical argument in the wake of Derrida; also that of Richard Coyne, bringing in
Derrida, Saussure, Wittgenstein, Rousseau, and Kant; that of Brook, referring to
Dennett, Dretske, and Putnam; that of Viktor Bedd, a splendid play on Wittgenstein-
ian themes; and that of Jan Derry, employing Gibson, Sellars, and Brandom. To my
mind, this conference is a real step forward on the road towards mobile telephony be-
coming both a mainstream subject of, and a major conceptual environment for, the so-
cial sciences.
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