Mobile Publics: Decoupling, Contingency, and the Local/Global Gel

Mimi Sheller

Department of Sociology

Lancaster University

m.sheller@lancaster.ac.uk

ABSRACT: Drawing on Harrison White’s observations concerning the gel-like ambiguity of social space (White 1992, 1995), new metaphors for describing the fluidity of social structures (Sheller 2001), and new understandings of the changing configuration of the public-private boundary (Sheller and Urry 2002), this paper explores the transformation of social life by new mobile modes of sociality. The empirical basis of this analysis is a very preliminary consideration of recent British advertising and media representations of the technological ‘futures’ that are ‘here now’. I consider some current trends in the use of mobile communication devices in emerging contexts of informational and physical mobility, which have integrated transportation, leisure and business in new ways. White suggests that ‘publics’ are special social spaces that allow for switching between communicative contexts. Easing social actors in and out of both social spaces and social times, ‘Publics decouple network-domains from each other, and thus allow slippage in social times’. I argue that new mobilities are transforming this capacity for spatial flexibility and temporal slippage, calling for new models of social structure that go beyond networks.

Introduction 

This paper first considers some recent developments in the technology of mobile communications, focusing especially on how ‘technological futures’ have been represented in advertising and in the British media and exploring some of the changing spatialities and temporalities of social interaction. I then draw on three sets of ideas to offer some propositions concerning how these social transformations are being enabled by increasingly integrated modes of personal communication, mobility, and entertainment, and I ask what implications this has for the constitution of ‘mobile publics’. The first theoretical trajectory begins from Harrison White’s observations concerning the fuzziness of social space in relation to processes of ‘coupling and decoupling’ and the emergence of ‘persons’ in settings at different scales. Here I develop the idea of social space as a ‘gel’, which differs in structure from the more common and conventional idea of a network. 

The second set of ideas concerns the fluidity of structures in which non-agentic actions occur through the dynamics of the system itself. Here I will draw on recent work on fluidity and social flows of various kinds (Sheller 2001) to elucidate an alternative vision of communicative systems that depart from network models. Some have referred to new mobilities in terms of ‘global fluids’ which can be best understood through models based on the ideas of ‘chaos’ (Appadurai 1996), ‘liquidity’ (Bauman 2000), or in terms of the new science of ‘complexity’ (Urry 2000 and 2002). This paper contributes to a more ‘fluid’ modelling of complex social spaces, through an exploration of the impact of mobile communication on the formation of shifting sites of sociality that bridge different scales. 

The third strand, finally, draws on my work with John Urry on mobility and the transformations of public and private life (Sheller and Urry 2002), in which we argue that there are new modes of public-in-private and private-in public that disrupt commonly held spatial conceptualizations of these two ‘separate spheres’. New communicational possibilities and technological convergences are crucial to the reconfiguration of public and private. Building on these three approaches, I argue that new ways of thinking about social connection that go beyond network models are needed to make sense of the changing spatial and temporal patterning of mobile communication in increasingly mobile publics.

Changing Spatialities and Temporalities of Mobile Communication
It is constantly being proclaimed these days that the future is here: the promise of new technologies is now at our fingertips. The new technologies that we are promised are under development (or already up and running) pertain especially to new applications of information and communication technologies in two key industries: the banking and automotive sectors. Take just a few examples. In the banking sector the key development has been in bringing banking to the small screens of mobile telephones and digital televisions:

· Vodafone’s £103bn deal merger with Mannesmann in early 2000 was described as hastening the day when consumers would be able to use mobile and fixed-line screens to access bank accounts, trade shares, play games, get the day’s news, and weather forecasts and travel details (Gow 2000).

· First Direct (a member of the HSBC Group) now offers Mobile Phone Banking using a short messaging service [SMS] to provide mini-statements to your phone showing balances, transactions, and event-driven messages such as alerts when you reach your overdraft limit (see Figure 1).

· Virgin One Account in a special advertising supplement in 2001 (‘Money. You. The Future: A guide to new ways of banking’), states that:

Couch potatoes will soon have another reason not to leave the comfort of their living rooms when the UK becomes the first country in the world to start rolling out a range of banking facilities on digital television…. The banks are spending heavily – Abbey National alone has revealed it has set aside £100m to develop its ‘sofa-banking’ project, as well as other so-called e-commerce ventures…. The internet, digital television and even mobile telephones are…being pursued as a way to get customers to conduct their basic banking business….Citibank, the US financial institution, has high ambitions for technology. It has just invested £50m in a project which will allow it to send messages to its customers’ mobile phones, wherever they are in the world.

· Red Cube/Indepensis exhorts in its advertisements ‘Throw off the bonds of tyranny of place and time. Declare Yourself Indepensis and Imagine: A Service enabling you to send and receive calls, faxes, voice- and e-mail effortlessly via internet, phone, or Web-on-TV. Anytime, anywhere. This is the independence you were looking for. It’s Here. It’s Yours.’

If these services bring the world of personal finance and business into your living room and into a device in your pocket, the key development in the automotive industry has been to bring electronic leisure services into the moving car:

· Reuters report in January 2001: ‘Cars hitting techno-highway with MP3, DVD, Internet devices’. Industry analysts claim that ‘the automotive computer technology market should grow from about $1 billion in 2000 to $8 billion by 2005… Already, many companies are developing devices to provide cars with entertainment, Internet capability, satellite navigation, satellite radio, and futuristic safety features so that they look and feel like something straight out of a James Bond movie’ (Zeidler 2001).

· General Motors, the world’s largest car manufacturer, plans to launch a mobile phone service in Britain (similar to Virgin Mobile), growing from its involvement with telematics in vehicles. Its OnStar voice-activated service already enables drivers to make and receive phone calls, e-mails and limited internet information, and accounts for about half the telematics systems fitted in cars in the US.

· Ford, the second largest car maker in the world, has developed a ‘plug and play’ system which will allow car drivers and passengers to use a wide range of electronic devices, including lap-top computers, navigation systems, games consoles, and DVD players (see Fig. 2 for a Pioneer In-Car DVD system).

· A recent television advertisement for Nokia features a young woman watching a movie on her mobile phone screen, while riding a busy bus.

What is especially noticeable in all of these telltale signs is the convergence of business, conversation and leisure in moving spaces of inhabitance, as well as an implied mixing of the temporalities for each of these activities. Developments in mobile communications are leading to changes in the spatial and temporal ordering of social practices as increasingly fragmented ‘time-space maps’ are disconnected from many of the constraints of ‘regionalisation’ or ‘presence-availability’ (Giddens 1985). Crucial to this process is the miniaturization of the screen and the creation of new screen-accessible services. For example, Symbian, a project started by Psion and joined by Nokia, Ericsson, Oracle and Matsushita , is described in the press as developing ‘the technology that will fuse mobile phones and PCs – and revolutionise all our lives’ (Beckett 2000). Backing up such grandiose claims, more mundane new services are appearing daily, such as Channel Four Television’s offer to send text message alerts of the schedule of your favourite television programmes (see Figure 3). Such innovations seek to enable people-on-the-move to mesh together fragmented activities and complex temporal schedules. Contrary to Virgin One’s appeal to the couch-potato, new information technologies are actually allowing people to do integrate (or at least plan) more activities while on the move.

In the realm of transportation cars are becoming increasingly ‘domestic’ environments, described as ‘living rooms on wheels’ or bubbles of privacy moving through public spaces (Sheller and Urry 2001). Speed is no longer the key element in the desirability of automobiles. ‘In the slow-motion 21st century,’ notes one journalist, ‘the idea of the car has been transmuted. It’s no longer Marinetti’s goddess of speed. It’s a cocoon. Radio 4 burbles soothingly on the car radio, or you can battle with the reception on your hands-free mobile. Soon, car phones will routinely connect drivers to e-mail: you’ll then be able to drift happily in the flood of non-urgent messages’ (Barker 2000). The technology was already available by 2001, and a car-based MP3 jukebox or Empeg player now allows for the storage of up to 600 hours of ‘in-dash’ digital music to be transferred directly from the PC to the car (Zeidler 2001). As the ‘soundscapes’ of cars (Bull 2001) expand beyond the radio and the car-phone into voice-operated telemetry, the time of driving comes to have new meanings and possibilities. And such possibilities are also beginning to be integrated into public transportation, stations, and streetscapes. As personal observation and media commentary repeatedly suggest, personal conversations are increasingly occurring in various ‘free spaces’ that have been appropriated from the ‘semi-public’ realm of streets, trains, stairwells, hallways, railway stations, and airports.

Along with this changing spatialization of communication there has also been a significant shift in its temporalities. The proliferation of screens, from the miniature ones displaying text messages on hand-held devices to the large ones in public spaces, is allowing for new kinds of informational mobilities (Sheller and Urry 2000). Public media (such as news bulletins), informational resources (such as football results), and co-ordination of events (such as demonstrations or simply meeting up with friends) can now be accessed from moving personal spaces. New degrees and kinds of personal communication or ‘keeping in touch’ are now possible from shifting public locations. Rather than conversation being set aside as something one does at certain moments, for a delimited stretch of time, usually in a private space (or semi-private phone ‘box’ or ‘booth’), there is now a constant flickering of conversation, or what Christian Licoppe describes as the ‘“connected” mode of presence at a distance… achieved through intermittent but quasi-continuous activation of the bond by means of the phone’ (Licoppe 2002). 

The new modes of talking or texting on the move mean that there are more open-ended patterns of what I shall describe below as coupling and decoupling. One is never totally away from contact and there is far less time ‘out-of-pocket’ (as newspaper reporters say) in which communication with distant others is impossible or unthinkable. Mediated conversation with distant others is now something that one can slip in and out of in more fluid ways than in the past. Contact also occurs with a more varied range of intensities, from the beeper, to the brief text message, to the short flicker of conversation on a mobile, and finally to a more extended conversation on a fixed phone. And these developments do not only affect the most ‘advanced’ or ‘developed’ parts of the world.

While Finland is well known as the laboratory for such changes, with 65% of the population owning a mobile phone in 2000 (said to be the highest market penetration in the world [O’Hara 2000; Shaw 2000]), such changes are affecting poor countries as well as the most wealthy. According to Emmanuel Forestier, an economist at the World Bank, ‘It’s undisputed that wireless technology has had a far greater impact on people’s lives in developing countries than the Internet’ (Romero 2000). Demand for cellular telephones is growing faster in some of the world’s least developed nations than it is in the United States, in part because many governments are unable to provide adequate public services. In Haiti the number of mobile subscribers grew 150% from 1998 to 1999; wireless customers account for almost 60 percent of phone subscribers in Paraguay (436,000 in total), 57 percent in Venezuela, and more than half of phone users in Botswana, Rwanda and the Ivory Coast. While the growth rate for wireless users in 1999 was 24 percent in the United States, and 70 percent in Europe, it was 116 percent in Africa, with Zimbabwe accounting for the fastest-growing wireless industry in the world, increasing by more than 800 percent (Ibid). 

Of course, many people do not participate in these new socialities, either by choice (I myself do not own a mobile phone!) or by lack of means. Nevertheless, those who have been swept up in these changes (or have promoted them) have a disproportionate impact on ‘public life’ in both Western and non-Western societies because of their economic, social and political influence. Mobile phones have been crucial to oppositional politics in Zimbabwe, for example, where the Mugabe regime has cracked down on political opposition by exercising tight control of print media, radio, and television. They have also been crucial in the mobilization of everything from Reclaim the Streets demonstrations to the outdoor parties known as ‘raves’ in Britain. The affects of these ‘mobile publics’ are as much on those who are excluded as on those who are included in them, insofar as they have far-reaching effects on the entire realm of political and social action, as well on some people’s domestic and leisure lifestyles. 

Both social theorists and technology developers have long envisioned communicational infrastructures as ‘networks’, i.e., webs of individual agents each linked to other individual agents to make up a system of communication constituted by ties between nodes and interchange points at especially dense junctions. Yet in many respects this metaphor of social networks is now being outmoded by the very processes of mobilization of people, objects, and information enabled by the new communicational technologies. I want to suggest that network metaphors and models can only take us so far in describing the current parameters of emergent sociality. The idea of a network is too stable and fixed in space to capture the multiple mobilities of communication. In the following sections I pursue some new ways of envisioning social structure that allow for a more fluid sense of the dynamics of interaction.

Coupling, Decoupling, and Contingency

In Harrison White’s work on ‘Identity and Control’, coupling refers to the strings of ties that make up networks of various kinds. Decoupling, on the other hand, loosens such ties. It is a form of ‘lubrication which permits self-similarity of social organization across scopes and levels. Decoupling makes it possible for levels of social organization, such as cities and organizations and families, to mix and blur into an inhomogeneous gel’ (White 1995: 12). White’s notion of a gel is an alternative way of thinking about social structures, enabling us to think beyond the idea of a network. This is not to say that the network metaphor is obsolete, but that it gives us only part of the picture. If networks are about coupling, over both micro and macro scales, gels are about decoupling and the ways in which sociality escapes and exceeds specific networks, squeezing between the cracks, evaporating and avalanching. 

Whereas networks connect smaller units into larger entities, and such entities in turn form their own networks which constitute still larger social organizations, a gel is something in which such levels are not distinct. Socialities are always grounded in physical space and time, but in contexts of sheer messiness:

We are creatures living within social goos, shards, and rubbery gels made up by and of ourselves. We, like gels, may dissolve into a different order under some heat. Even the frozen shards exhibit only limited orderliness, and even then an orderliness lacking in homogeneity, and an orderliness made more problematic through its dual relation to physical space (White 1992: 337-8).

Thus rather than a clean break between the micro and the macro, the private and the public, or the local and the global, we can think in terms of a messy gel of sociality occurring at different scales and scopes. 

While network analysis has made strides in the empirical study of social interactions, it is unable to depict these processes of uncertainty and dynamic social change in non-Euclidean sticky spaces and bending times (see Sheller 2001). As White (1992: 70) suggests, ‘A polymer gel is more like social networks. These very long molecules reptate through messy, inhomogeneous environments which include other such chains and induce new ties…polymer chains can be vulcanized into cross-chains, as in rubber.’ Here I want to consider mobile communicational systems as crucial to the decoupling that allows for the contemporary modes of flexibility by which seeming disorder is organized. The ‘inhomogenous environment’ of social communication is full of contingencies – possibilities for coupling and decoupling – but those who are most able to quickly link up with others (or de-link from a given context and switch into another) are in the best position to negotiate these contingent possibilities. It is precisely the capacity to maneuver across multiple social contexts at once that creates the gel-like character of communicational settings.

White furthermore rejects the person as the basic ‘atom’ in social science, and suggests that ‘Conversation prefigures personal identity…. Persons come to be generated only out of large-scale frictions among distinct network-populations’ (White 1992: 196-7). In his account, ‘persons’ are constructed on the basis of identities (sustained through orderly interpretive frames that reduce ambiguity) and appear as real, but they are contingent by-products of social processes, held together by ‘story lines’. ‘Each “I”, in the common parlance’, he suggests, ‘is a more-or-less rickety ensemble; it is firm and whole only temporarily as a facet of one particular constituent discipline energized in some situation and style’ (ibid: 198). Persons, then, are not necessarily the animators and governors of communicational systems, but are nodes of story-condensation and identity that occur at the slippery interface between multiple networks and strings of social organization. Mobile communication systems allow such persons to become more readily mobile through space because of the greater potential for ‘self-retrieval’ at the other end of a journey. They can leave trace of their ‘selves’ in informational space (contact numbers for family and friends, bank account details, pin numbers and access codes) which allow them to more easily pick up various ‘story-lines’ through which their identities are stabilised. They can also plug into global communication systems that allow them to do things and talk to people without being present in a particular place, without even being in one place.

It is the capacity for coupling and decoupling in various ways that enables social action and the emergence of persons. The idea of publics offers one especially fruitful way to think about the more fluid ways in which uncertainties are negotiated across the ‘gels’ of sociality. White suggests that ‘publics’ are special social spaces that allow for switching between communicative contexts. Easing social actors in and out of both social spaces and social times, ‘Publics decouple network-domains from each other, and thus enable slippage in social times’ (White 1995a: 14; and see Mische and White 1998). Publics, in this formulation, are moments/spaces of social opening which allow actors to switch from one setting to another, and slip from one kind of temporal focus to another. However, White’s examples mainly envision this as something that occurs in terms of face-to-face communicative interactions, as social actors use publics to ease the move from one set of conversational couplings into another. If we add to his vision the element of distantiated communication with ‘absent’ others, and the possibilities for carrying on personal communications in the midst of mobile public settings, we can see that the ‘gel’ becomes an ever more complex and contingent aggregate of polymer chains.

For example, when someone has a telephone always available, he or she is holding in abeyance a wide range of ‘absent presences’, with whom a conversational coupling might easily be established. These can include not only personal contacts, but also business contacts, informational resources such as train timetables, and services such as banking or shopping. The connections can be very local or on the other side of the world, or might link together both at once. Thus the ‘public’ resource provided by a telephonic communication system exponentially multiplies the possibilities for easing in and out of contingent socialities and picking up the multiple story-lines through which identities are constituted. I argue that this re-scaled and widened scope of communication is not simply an extension of existing networks, or even an increase in their density, but is a fundamental alteration of the very structural properties of the system. The communication system no longer operates like a network, but has instead taken on the characteristics of something far more like a gel or a viscous liquid, and persons themselves are not simply stationary nodes in a network, but are flexible constellations of identities-on-the-move.

Fluidity and Uncertainty

It is interesting that White refers to decoupling as a kind of ‘lubrication’. It seems that liquid metaphors are especially appropriate for imagining these mobile situations of communicative interaction. As I have argued elsewhere (Sheller 2001), the metaphor of fluidity is a useful one for re-thinking structures that have previously been imagined (and empirically studied) as networks. Metaphors of fluidity allow us to think in terms of social transformations or movements without a central governing agency or single centre of intentional power. For example, flows of information tend to outrun institutional networks, coursing along more invisible scapes and ‘submerged networks’ that occur in ‘free spaces’ facilitated by the existence of publics (Emirbayer and Sheller 1999). 

Crucially, it has become apparent that social structures are not as ‘structured’ as once thought. Two interacting kinds of uncertainty are crucial to the flexibility of actors moving across social settings. There is ‘ambiguity’ in cultural contexts (arising from the multiple meanings of words and symbols); and there is what White refers to as ‘ambage’ in structural contexts. While ambiguity is about fuzzy meanings or interpretations (which facilitate communication across differing contexts), ambage is a kind of slackness in ‘the concrete world of social ties, in networks of ties and corporates among nodes. Thus ambage is dual to ambiguity: fuzz in the concrete embodiment as opposed to fuzz in the rules of perception and interpretation’ (White 1992: 107). We can think of ambage, then, as a kind of structural instability, a kind of uncertainty in social roles or positions which creates a built-in tendency toward enabling switching from one set of relations to another. It suggests the idea that social actors are never simply one thing, but always carry with them multiple identifications and capacities to ‘play’ different parts. White (1992: 111) argues that the trade-off of ambage and ambiguity in contingent environments is what constitutes ‘the social world of disorderly “gels and goos”’. Social actors can either manipulate the ambiguity of meaning or manipulate the ambage of social positions, in their efforts to control social situations, to communicate, or to make new couplings.

It is precisely the semi-liquidity of such ‘goos’ that is crucial to thinking about different kinds of structures, structures that are more fluid. We can imagine these structures not simply as watery liquids, but as somewhat sticky and viscous liquids. Fluids are not only fuzzy around the edges, but have properties of spread or seepage. They get into other ‘solid’ structures, soak through them, and potentially transform them. There is no centre, no central agency directing the flow of a liquid. Without centres or even clear shapes, they are difficult to track, to measure, and to contain, even for social scientists studying them. Moreover, moments of agitation or ‘effervescence’ may activate fluidities of interaction that are qualitatively different from the more regular relations among stable sets of ties. These relatively frictionless torrents of activity sweep structured networks away in an instantaneous burst of activity, crashing through the slow temporality of more stable structures with a quickening pulse of life. Fluids have different degrees of conductivity, and in some cases instantaneous flashes can effect the entire structure at once (cf. Sheller 2001).

Liquids of different viscosity move ‘in different shapes at different speeds’ and vary in their thresholds, or points of radical transformation. Developments in complexity theory have led to greater attention to and mathematical specification of various kinds of critical points of instability in both physical and social processes. These include ideas of ‘turning points’ (Abbott 1997), ‘tipping points’ (Gladwell 2000), ‘critical states’ (Buchanan 2000), and ‘critical junctures’. Some of these unusual patterns of diffusion might resemble the nonlinear dynamical processes, which have been explored in fields as diverse as biological oscillators, neural networks, epidemiology, and game theory (Watts 1999). The question is, if we adapt this fluid metaphor to think about the complex social structures of communicational systems, what heretofore unimagined, non-linear (non-network) social processes might also be imagined? When a social system is connected together in the form of a liquid, a gel, or a goo, will it not have different behavioural properties than a conventional network?

Certainly the rapid expansion of mobile-phone text messaging, or Short Message Service (SMS), took network operators and systems planners by surprise. Having begun as a kind of quirky gimmick added half-heartedly onto existing services, by December 1999 the global total of text messages sent in that month alone had reached three billion, and the monthly total was expected to reach 10 billion by the end of 2000 (Benson 2000: 25). SMS flooded the system, almost overwhelming it, outrunning all predictions and projections and even leading to the development of a new mini-text language. As Benson notes, ‘In Finland, where the technology is more advanced, you can send a text message to a vending machine, which will deliver, say, a soft drink and put the charge on your phone bill; or order a plane ticket, which comes in the form of a text message, so all you have to do at the check-in desk is show your phone’ (ibid: 27). As these capacities are expanded to other parts of the world, there will certainly be ‘critical junctures’ or ‘tipping points’ whereby entire systems of everyday life shift wholesale into this new dimension. Such processes are not simply about networking, but are more like avalanches. The uncertainty lies in when and where the critical junctures will occur.

Mobile Publics

Elsewhere I have considered, with John Urry, the effects of new kinds of transportational and informational mobilities (and especially the convergence of moving vehicles and moving screens) on reconstituting and in fact dissolving the boundary between public and private (Sheller and Urry 2002). Here I want to extend this analysis to consider how mobile communicational technologies play a part in the reconstitution of new kinds of hybrid public-privates, in part by easing the capacity for social actors to slip in and out of different contexts and different identities. This ability to easily shift contexts and personalities describes a structure with a higher degree of ‘ambage’ than a mathematically modeled network structure. This suggests that we need to move beyond the overly rigid model of a network, and to grasp social communicative systems in terms that indicate their fluid morphology. If we consider the effects of these new technologies on the patterning of time and space we can begin to see that novel modes of civil life are emerging, neither private nor public, but both at once. These new forms of habitation and community are already the concern of various planners and futurologists, with both optimistic and pessimistic views of the potential outcomes.

Technological optimists envision a new trend of tele-working, with people driving less, spending more time in their homes and communities, contributing to greater local social interaction and social cohesion. This vision is supported by exhibitions such as Live 2000, held in London’s Earl’s Court Exhibition Centre in September 2000, and featuring the ‘ smart home’ of tomorrow, equipped with an internet fridge and the capacity to use a mobile phone to programme the VCR remotely and set the temperature of bath water (Norris and Price 2000). Indeed, companies like IBM, Intel, Ericsson, Toshiba and Nokia have already developed a fast wireless data transfer system called Bluetooth (operating at 1Mbps), that allows you to wirelessly connect digital cameras, printers, PCs, personal organisers, and mobile phones. You could, for example, send music files to your MP3 player and then play them on your headphones, without any wired connections; or, potentially, you might be able to pay for products in shops without even going to a cash desk using a Bluetooth-enabled credit card device (ibid). Indeed, in Arbianranta, near Helsinki, a $1 billion investment from Helsinki city council and companies including IBM, Nokia, Symbian and Sonera has already led to the piloting of a ‘virtual village’, which will be ‘the world’s first truly wireless community’ according to its developers, the wireless software ‘architects’ Digia. Here a sim card in inhabitants’ mobile phones allows them to turn on appliances at home, check the inventory of local shops, and tell taxis services their exact location on a digital map (O’Hara 2000). 

Finland has been described in the British press as a ‘Cybertopia’ where young people have embraced the future. But others see a more sinister side to the Big Brotherish virtual village in which network managers ‘will be able to identify not only what we consume, but where, and at what times we consume it’ (Shaw 2000: 16). Other pessimists contend that electronic lifestyles could lead to a ‘polarised, car-dependent Britain locked into ever-sprawling crime-ridden suburbs’, as people move away from urban centres and have little interaction with their neighbours. In a report prepared for the OECD, for example, Prof. John Adams of University College London argued that geographical communities characterised by neighbourliness and chats over the garden fence would be replaced by a ‘hypermobile society’.  Electronic mobility would contribute to communities having less social cohesion, more crime, and car-dominated streets as there was an ‘exodus to the suburbs and beyond, where most journeys…are longer and mostly unfeasible by public transport’ (quoted in Hetherington 1999). The ‘dystopian downside’, argues urban planner Michael Sorkin, ‘is that cities are going to become homogenous – or ultimately irrelevant – since any activity can be conducted anywhere’ (‘Cities and Suburbs’ 2000: 58). At best wireless technologies might contribute to efforts to shift mobility from private cars onto public transport. ‘Intelligent’ congestion charging schemes are already in use in Singapore, Melbourne, and Trondheim, and being planned for London and tested in Leeds this year (Millar 2001). 

Such pessimistic visions, however, ignore the way in which information technologies are transforming systems of automobility (Sheller and Urry 2000). As mobile information and communication technologies are increasingly embedded into mechanical transportation systems, new forms of intermodality are starting to occur, which allow not only for switching between various forms of transportation, but also integration of various kinds of communicational activities into trajectories of mobility. As the examples noted at the beginning of this paper suggest, vehicles designed to be ‘smarter’ are becoming not only technologies of transportation, but are also converging with the technologies of the mobile telephone, the personal entertainment system and the hand-held computer (Sheller and Urry 2000: 754). Rather than separating people, they are enabling new ways of organising the spatial and temporal rhythms of interaction.

These increasingly mobile conditions for communication are enabling a new kind of public-private, a kind of fluid social space in which communication occurs which spans personal and impersonal, micro and macro, local and global levels. Another urban planner, M. David Lee, notes in relation to the US banking industry that ‘one of the interesting discoveries of this period of “liberation from location” is that propinquity – adjacency in space – is absolutely crucial – and not simply to democratic and cultural life, but also to commercial life’ (‘Cities and Suburbs’ 2000: 58). As more work and social interaction occur electronically, according to Cathy Simon, ‘places’ actually come to be more valued as sites where community can happen, especially those which support accidental meetings, conversations, and mutuality (ibid: 111). So the more ‘global’ our communicational reach becomes, the more locality comes to matter.

Such a local/global gel differs fundamentally from a network structure (which has been the prevailing metaphor for understanding and devising communicational systems). Rather than a network with links across nodes, there is something far more messy and indistinct – more like White’s polymer goo – in which actors are simultaneously and constantly in touch with many others and have access to many different kinds of informational resources. This is a more nebulous communicational system, with multiple ‘interfaces’ co-occuring, whether as conversations, transactions, or data transfers. It is not simply the density of ties expanding or their intensity increasing (as in a network), but the entire context of communication is expanding. The structure itself is metamorphosing not so much because increasing numbers of social actors enter it and activate it, but because the activation of the ‘gel’ itself is enabling new ‘persons’ and ‘places’ to emerge out of the multiplying number of conversational contexts. 

The challenge before us, then, is to begin to devise empirical research that will reveal the dynamics of the communicative processes that animate these unstable fluid structures. As applications developers seem already to have grasped, this is not simply a matter of expanding and connecting networks, but involves far more fundamental transformations in habits of dwelling, communicating, moving, and juggling the couplings and decouplings through which persons and places emerge. This paper is only a preliminary conceptualization of this problem, which raises methodological questions rather than providing answers. In concluding, I hope only that it has been suggestive of alternative ways of approaching ‘absent presence’ that will go beyond the certainties of network models to take into account more complex processes of mobile social structuration and de-structuration. 
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