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Mobile phones have invited a number of dystopian understandings, particularly as far as
young people are concerned. They have been variously argued to contribute to poor
spelling and grammar, disturb attention to school work, facilitate text bullying, lead to
brain cancers and promote the destruction of face-to-face relationships. Despite these
concerns, text messaging is by far the most common form of mobile communication
between young people in New Zealand. Drawing on actor-network theory and qualitative
research conducted with New Zealand teenagers, we explore how teenagers, cell phones,
socio-spatial relations and discourses exist within a hybrid and interdependent network
which we have termed digital sociality. This network seems to facilitate rather than
destroy proximal contact. The machine and the human, in a cyborgian sense, meld to
develop new and complex workings of space and the social which suggests mobile
technologies are not as damaging to young people as many have suggested and calls for
preventative approaches to this technology might need therefore to be rethought.

Key words: communication, mobile telephony, text messaging, teenagers, social
spatialities, actor-network theory.

Introduction

In spite of the well-worn nature of critiques of

utopian and dystopian arguments surrounding

information and communication technologies

(ICTs) and new media in academic circles

(see Bingham 1996; Bingham, Valentine and

Holloway 1999; Hinchliffe 1996; Holloway and

Valentine 2003; May and Hearn 2005; Pain et al.

2005; Woolgar 2002) and tendencies to under-

stand machines more as ‘troublesome compa-

nions’ rather than as salvations or threats

(Bijker, Hughes and Pinch 1987, cited in Thrift

1996), dualistic interpretations persist, particu-

larly in the popular media. In the case of

technologies that are used by children and young

people, these interpretations tend toward the

dystopian, for example some New Zealand

schools have banned the use of cell phones

because of fears of ‘text bullying’ and disruptions

to school work. The purpose of this paper is an

analysis of the widespread use by young people

of cell phones and text messaging or SMS (short

message service).
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While there has been a very significant body

of research on children/young people and

ICTs, the bulk of this work has focused on the

internet (see e.g. Holloway and Valentine

2001; Valentine, Holloway and Bingham

2000). We suggest that while cell phones

share a few of the same issues that this work

on ICTs has highlighted, there are some core

differences in young people’s use of cell phones

and text messaging that require elaboration.

The first fundamental difference between cell

phones and computers is that they are, quite

simply, mobile. One’s friends and their contact

details are ever present symbolically in the

mobile phone. The public and the private

become enmeshed, as embodied actors carry

on private conversations in public places,

whereas the internet is mainly embedded in the

private. Secondly, cell phones are individually

owned by young people, unlike the often

communal ownership of the family computer,

thus affording an extra level of privacy (and

sometimes concomitant anxiety on the part of

adults) in regard to their communication with

their friends.

This paper contributes to existing debates in

cultural geography by hanging flesh on the

theoretical bones of actor-network theory

(ANT), as well as introducing a so far

unexplored field, text messaging, into the

arena. It also contributes to scholarly attempts

taking place in geography and elsewhere to

both advance our theoretical understandings

of children and young people as social actors

(Aitken 2001; Holloway and Valentine 2003)

and produce a less anxious research agenda

(Livingstone 2002).

After addressing methodological matters,

and providing an outline of how ANT is useful

for the study of the interactions between

teenagers and new technologies, this paper

introduces the concept of digital sociality as a

way of thinking through these interactions and

then moves on to explore the cyborgian

subjectivities and ontologies engendered by

them.

Methodology

Using both personal networks and local

schools, we conducted a series of six focus

groups with young people aged between 11

and 18, with the majority in the 14–18 age

range. The focus groups were conducted in

two cities in the South Island of New Zealand.

We discussed general issues surrounding cell

phone use and ownership following a semi-

structured interview format. Interviews were

tape recorded and transcribed in full, and the

resulting data were organised thematically,

before being subjected to more in-depth

discourse analysis. The project was reviewed

and approved by the University of Canterbury

Human Ethics Committee.

Theorising actor-networks

Actor-network theory, as a theoretical

approach which aims to explain the hetero-

geneous relations between humans, things and

concepts, is particularly useful for this study.

In order to get a deeper understanding of

teenagers’ everyday use of cell phones, we

understand teenagers, their everyday cell

phone use, the material components of the

cell phones along with other actors such as the

major phone corporations like Telecom and

Vodafone, ideas about technology, children

and capitalism as well as research and

researchers such as ourselves as constituting

a network which we term digital sociality.

Networks are often precarious and their

survival depends on repeated performance.
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For ANT, the technical and the social cannot

be analysed in isolation from each other and

must also be analysed on the same terms

(Ackrich 1992; Law 1992). Neither humans

nor non-humans have fixed properties, but

rather their properties emerge as a result of

their interaction and both humans and non-

humans have agency. So while humans have

the capacity to act, human action is also

strongly influenced by non-human actors.

The key point of ANT which has

deep implications for a project such as this

one is how we theorise the ‘social’. What we

refer to as the social is not simply composed of

the human but is rather ‘materially hetero-

genous’ (Law 2004: 2) as it is made up of

machines, clothes, texts and architecture that

contribute to the ‘patterning of the social’

(Law 1992: 382). Actors in a network take the

shape that they do because of their interaction

with each other and they might at any time

enroll other actors into the network (see

Latour 1999, 2005). At any given time, a

number of orderings jostle together ‘to

generate the social’ (Law 1994: 18).

Young people inhabit a contested position

within the popular ‘moral panics’ that have

characterised responses to young people’s use

of cellular technology, especially text messa-

ging as was indicated in the introduction.

Moral panics with respect to young people

often draw on discourses which construct

young people as vulnerable and in need of adult

protection (Holloway and Valentine 2000;

Jenkins 1998) and may be further intensified

due to the apparent privacy of mobile phone

use and the difficulty adults have in actually

controlling their use. McLuhan and Fiore

(1967: 14) presaged this loosening of control

when they noted that the family circle had

widened as a result of what he calls a

‘worldpool of information’ that means that

parents are no longer the only influence within

the family. There are echoes within these

discourses of protection of the notion of the

child as ‘property’ (Montgomery 1988) and as

other (Aitken 2001; Holloway and Valentine

2000). We acknowledge the very real issues

surrounding children’s safety that arise in

digital sociality, but these are beyond the

scope of this paper. For our purposes here, the

potential to position the child as property

somewhat muddies the conception of young

people as actants in ANT terms. While ANT

does not confine actants to the designation of

fully human by any means, we suggest that the

ways in which young people and children are

enrolled as actants necessarily draws in with

them parents and caregivers as co-actants in the

network.1

While ANT has made clear that the social

world is made up of hybrid interactions of

humans, bodies, texts and machines, what

Latour (1993) refers to as the modern Consti-

tution tends to deny this form of hybridisation.

Moderns, according to Latour (1993), try to

keep nature and culture, human and non-

human in separate compartments, allowing

hybrids to proliferate, but then denying their

existence. Dominant discourses about young

people and technology tend to rework a

modernist separation of subject and object,

of human and non-human and of nature and

culture. The problem with this approach is

that it overlooks the heterogeneity of networks

and of the social order and makes a proble-

matic and reductionist distinction between

phenomena that are seen to drive and those

that are seen to be driven (see Law 1994). In

short, adopting an ANT approach enables us

to avoid the pitfalls of both technological and

social determinism (see Latour 1991). Bing-

ham (1996) has suggested a focus on

geographies of relations as a means to move

beyond technological determinism. In ANT,

agency is therefore both an outcome and
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a relational effect (Bingham 1996). We now

turn to the communicative strategies engaged

in by young people in order to tease out the

workings of digital sociality.

The rise of digital sociality

SMS text messaging was first developed in the

early 1990s as a means for operators to let

their customers know about things like

network problems. It was never originally

intended to be means for customers to

communicate with each other (Wray 2002).

This gap between intention and outcome

occurs ‘where a machine meets culture, [and

where it] often produces meanings which had

no place within the scheme of the inventor’s

desire’ (Pepperell and Punt 2000: 16) and as

we shall discuss can be understood as a form of

translation in the ANT sense. It took another

seven or so years for the texting explosion to

hit. Two factors influenced this lag time. The

first was due to the inability of customers to

send messages to those on different networks

to themselves, and secondly, texting did not

really explode until it found a ‘natural market’

in the young (BBC News World Edition

2002). Traffic in text messages worldwide

grew from 4 billion in January 2000 to 366

billion by 2002 (Ling 2004: 145–146). In

2005 New Zealanders sent around 10 million

text messages per day (Crewdson 2005).

In New Zealand two companies dominate

the cell phone scene, Telecom and Vodafone.

Cell phone calls are relatively expensive in

New Zealand compared with other countries,

and various texting deals offered by the above

companies have at least contributed to the

popularity of text messaging in this country.

Telecom offers ten-dollar texting which means

that customers can send up to 500 text

messages over a month for no more than ten

New Zealand dollars. Vodafone offers free

weekend texting. Many young people own

two phones, one from each provider, in order

to take advantage of both deals at once

(NetSafe 2005; focus groups), a phenomenon

which has been referred to as bitextuality.

All of our focus group participants were cell

phone users and most had acquired their

phones around the age of 12 or 13 (shortly

before or shortly after starting high school).

They mostly used prepaid deals with Telecom

or Vodafone (with some participants having a

phone with each network) and used their

phones principally for texting friends and

family. Most of their texts are sent to people

they interact with during the school day,

although some also texted friends from other

schools and sometimes cousins or other family

members in other parts of the country or

overseas. The vast majority only sent text

messages and never made voice calls except in

an emergency. Some did frequently receive

calls from parents or employers. Cell phones

were also used for ‘pxting’, recording home

work and playing games. Most paid for their

phones themselves or with help from parents.

Many restricted themselves to deals such as

Telecom’s ten-dollar texting which enabled

them to easily manage the cost of budgeting

for their cell phone use.

Face-to-face communication

One of the concerns voiced by dystopians in

regard to mobile phones and young people

is that their extensive use will, or is already,

destroying face-to-face communication. As

two participants in one focus group argued,

parents were often ‘worried about us being

unsociable and stuff like that’ (Michelle, 15),

when in actual fact ‘you are being really,

really social, like texting the whole time’
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(Saskia, 11). Discourses that expanded and

reworked conventional understandings of

communication and ‘meeting’ were evident in

the focus group data, and in no way replaced

or displaced face-to-face meetings. Thurlow

(2003: unpaginated) finds no evidence that

face-to-face communication is replaced, but

rather that ‘young text-messagers manipulate

conventional discursive practices with linguistic

creativity and communicative competence in

their pursuit of intimacy and social inter-

course’. The following quotation refers to

texting rather than even voice calls:

I love texting, it’s like the best thing. It’s such a good

way to meet people. (Laura, 18)

On first analysis, this quotation seemed to

perhaps have been a mistake in speech, yet the

meaning conveyed made sense when the same

types of ideas involving text (an asynchronous

communication form) and meeting (involving

co-presence) were repeated in other groups. It

seems that texting is frequently used to lubricate

and engineer meeting face-to-face. In this

respect, texting suspends the transition from

inner thought to outer world (this transition is,

as Durham Peters (1999) argues, one of the

points of communication) enabling the user to

be more in control of the communication

process. Thus, the following participant says:

Texting you can say exactly what you want to say and

you don’t have any awkward silences where you don’t

know what to talk about. It gets me all the time. It’s

terrible . . . texting is so much easier . . . I just end

up going um, so what are we going to talk about now?

But with text, you can think about what you’re going

to say before you say it. (Rebecca, 17)

While there has been attention in the literature

to the ways in which teenagers engage in

micro-coordination of their social lives and

meetings with already known people (Ling

and Yttri 2002), the practice of texting is also

used as a means of making a virtual contact

with a barely known person (often a member

of the opposite sex in a heterosexual economy)

and initially maintaining a text relation-

ship prior to meeting, and may actually

increase the information that is gained about

the other person because the conversation is

not happening face-to-face so mitigating

embarrassment:

You know quite a lot about them because you’re not

actually asking them face-to-face. You just ask

heaps of questions that you wouldn’t really ask

them in person, because like ‘she’s asking a ton of

questions’, like it’s real weird. But asking them

through text is, . . . you just find out heaps of stuff

about them. (Sasha, 18)

Text certainly seems to facilitate the transition

from primary school to high school in the

sense that two teenagers who have just met (in

a new and potentially daunting environment)

will exchange texts for a while before

becoming closer friends. Furthermore, some

participants argued that texting enabled them

to be ‘more up front’ and ‘way more open’

(Julia, 14).

McLuhan and Fiore (1967: 26) argued that

‘all media are extensions of some human

faculty—psychic or physical’ and this claim is

very evident in the form of prosthetic sociality

(Stone 1995) which young people engage in

and find a more comfortable, less challenging

form of communication than even a voice call.

But most importantly, rather than collapsing

and inhibiting face-to-face communication,

it potentially expands the social network (see

also Holloway and Valentine 2003; Licoppe

2004). The notion of ‘prosthetic sociality’ is

coined by Stone (1995: 402), who suggests

that the telephone was the first ‘electronic
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network prosthesis’. While some may balk at

the idea of prosthetic sociality purely because

of its mediated nature, due perhaps to our

adherence to nostalgic understandings of

‘being social’, in Stone’s terms we have all

participated in it for a long time. The

telephone has, after all, been with us for over

a century, yet it has become so mundane and

domesticated as to be unremarkable, at least in

socio-economically advantaged parts of the

world. Yet the cell phone and text messaging

open up possibilities that the fixed telephone

does not. A clear preference for text messaging

amongst the focus group participants goes far

beyond cost-effectiveness. The text message is

a comfortable, easy and effective means of

communication for young people.

Part of participating in this digital sociality

network involved young people playing with

visibility–invisibility and audibility–inaud-

ibility with the technology. Our participants

constructed their use of text messaging as a

private, and often unseen and unheard

practice, either by choice or to accommodate

a particular situation, with most students

having their phones on silent or vibrate.

You can use it whenever you want. You don’t have to

wait until no-one’s on the internet or no-one’s using

the phone or anything like that. And no-one can

actually see what you’re saying, or hear what you are

saying unless you tell them or leave your phone laying

around . . . And dad hassles us about talking to guys

on the phone and stuff, so it’s easier if we text them

and then he never knows. (Michelle, 15)

It is evident that cell phones are commonly

used in ways which escape adult surveillance,

which raises interesting implications for the

ways in which adults constantly seek to

regulate young people’s use of spatiality and

the concomitant ways in which young people’s

everyday manoeuvrings can be ‘seen as tactical

responses to adultist spatiality’ (Thomas 2005:

588; see also Valentine 1996; Valentine,

Skelton and Chambers 1998). Participants

told us how texting in class was a frequent

occurrence even though it was not allowed.

Others felt it was an advantage not to have to

talk to their friends’ parents on the phone. One

male year 13 student, for example, preferred

texting his girlfriend to calling her on the

landline phone, because it avoided having to

be ‘interrogated’ by her father.

One participant told us how she had managed

to send and receive a large quantity of texts

from his coat pocket while out in town with his

mother, the majority of which went unnoticed.

It was funny in town because my phone was on silent,

then mum didn’t know when I was getting all the

texts. And then I was texting and she was like, can’t

you just leave that till later. And I kept getting more

messages, so if it was on ring then she’d know that

everyone was texting me. And I don’t know why, it’s

just easier to have it on silent . . . (Samantha, 14)

The facility of the phone to send text messages

that cannot be seen or heard requires a particular

functioning of human and machine that strate-

gically deploys a cyborgian subjectivity.

Cyborgian subjects

The concept of the cyborg as an entity which is

part biological and part machine (a hybrid in

actor-network terms) has proven to be a useful

way of thinking into the ways in which the

teens that participated in this research talked

about their relationship to their mobile

phones. This connectedness is evident in

McLuhan’s (1964: 269) work where he saw

electric technology (such as the telephone) as

an extension of the central nervous system. As

Moser and Law point out:

Lee Thompson & Julie Cupples100



a cyborg is a unity but also a composite of parts that

cannot be reduced to one another, which are

different in kind, and which are not homogenous.

But which are also internally related to one another.

Which would not be the way that they are,

individually, if it were not for that link, that

internal relation. (1999: 215, emphasis in original)

The work of Haraway (1991) adds a critical

feminist dimension to the notion of the

cyborg. Haraway sees the border crossing

between humans and machines and our

embodiment in high tech worlds as something

that can be embraced in the spirit of a radical

feminist ontology. Similarly, Plant (1997) has

stressed the transgressive possibilities of digital

technologies for women and other socially

marginalised groups. It is important to

consider what progressive political possibili-

ties might emerge from the intimate teenager–

cell phone coupling and the performance of a

digital sociality. As Murphie and Potts write,

cyborgs are as much based on information as

on people growing machine limbs. Indeed,

cyborgs are indicative of ‘a culture in which

information has got under our skin’ (2003:

128). Information under our skin might have

enabling rather than monstrous dimensions.

Thus, the cell phone facilitates a process

whereby young people perform in social and

communicative ways that were previously

more difficult or not done at all with

conventional forms of communication. At

the same time the cell phone is called into

being as a particular type of object by this

specific human communicative desire for

mediated communication as distinct from

older people’s use of the technology. The

particular internal relation between young

people’s communicative desires and the poten-

tial of a technology to take a particular shape

when this desire and the technology interact is

evident in text messaging and the young.

The integration of phones and lives is

articulated in the ways in which young people

talk about not being able to imagine them-

selves without their phones now. Their

imaginaries include cell phones; their senses

of self are tied up with this technology as is

evident in the following quotations:

I just can’t imagine myself without a cell phone now

. . . when I don’t have my phone I always feel like

I’m missing something . . . (Samantha, 14)

My phone’s always in my skirt pocket at school so

it’s just always there. And if I, like, leave it in my

locker by accident, or it’s in my bag, I panic ’cos I

don’t know where I’ve put it ’cos I’m used to having

it in my pocket . . . it’s just a permanent part of you.

(Michelle, 15, emphasis added)

Phones are constructed as irreplaceable,

signalling a perhaps surprising depth of

attachment and adding weight to the cyborg

metaphor.2 Hay and Packer’s (2004: 213)dis-

cussions of media and (auto)mobility illumi-

nate how the self and expectations of self

surrounding freedom or autonomy are inse-

parable from technical devices and technol-

ogies, producing bodies that are ‘both (mobile)

agents and governed-power conductors’.

When asked if losing a cell phone would be

similar to losing a bankcard, wallet or keys,

the girls in this focus group responded that

they were not concerned about these things

‘cos you can get that back’ (Samantha, 14).

But it was the loss of the network that

identified the phone as different:

It’s like got all your numbers on it, all your contacts

and stuff, personal messages and photos and stuff.

You don’t want other people to see that kind of

thing. (Michelle, 15)

The fusion aspect of the concept of the cyborg

situates technology in the form of the mobile
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phone in this case as no longer an ontological

‘other’ (Dholakia and Zwick 2003). Although

not wishing to read too much into the

following exchange in a focus group, the

anthropomorphism that is utilised is never-

theless interesting. The boys were talking

about the relative battery life of phones and

ended in this interchange, which suggests an

understanding of cell phones as non-human

actants (as in Latour 1992: 234) and of

machines as possessing consciousness (Turkle

1984):

If you just leave it there it will go flat so you do have

to keep them feeling happy and loved. (Ben, 14)

Happy. (Rueben, 14)

Phones are people too. (Ben, 14)

At the same time as the cell phone becomes

an integral part of the teen identities for these

young people it also becomes a completely

mundane artefact hence, ‘there’s not a lot to say

about cell phones, they’re just there’ (Rachel,

14). The entrenched nature of this technology

resonates with the notion of calm technology

which is seen as one ‘so embedded, so pervasive,

that it could be taken for granted’ (Galloway

2004: 388). As one participant said ‘Yeah, like

you forget that you’re holding it’ (Saskia, 11).

Discussion and conclusion: negotiating
digital socialities

ANT has produced two useful concepts for

thinking about the intersection of teenagers

and text messaging, that of inscription and

translation (see Ackrich 1992; Callon 1991;

Latour 1992). The cell phone is inscribed by its

designers and vendors with particular patterns

of use, primarily for personal or business

communication with absent others and for the

pursuit of profit. It is clear that young people

have taken up this inscribed use and contribute

to the profits of the phone companies. This

work of inscription is to some extent contested

by schools, parents and media reporters who

understand the technology to have negative

effects on (vulnerable) young people. It is also

clear, however, that both the forms of

inscription embodied in the cell phone and

their contestation by dystopian understand-

ings are interpreted in a more flexible way by

the teen users, who through the work of

translation, are able to attribute alternative

meanings to their cell phone usage and create

and defend a performed social order which

we have called digital sociality. The work of

translation is central to digital sociality and

takes multiple forms. These include the

tendency to rarely make voice calls and only

to text, own phones from both networks, trade

phones on online auction sites, situate

anxieties about cell phones in broader social

and health contexts, use phones to manage

and rework social space and escape oppressive

forms of surveillance from adults. It appears

that while this social order like any actor

network is dependent on repeated perform-

ance, it is particularly robust at this moment in

time owing to the work of translation and in

spite of the incessant circulation of dystopian

discourses.

It is clear that teenage cell phone users are

engaged in multiple negotiations of technology,

of safety and of capital and certainly cannot be

constructed as passive dupes of either technol-

ogy or capital. While we have focused on the

process of translation from the vantage point of

the teen cell phone user, digital sociality can be

understand as a cyborgian or posthuman3 form

of social ordering that is only made possible

because of the involvement of non-human

actors. This approach is important not only to
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undermine the reductionist understandings

which construct young people as always

vulnerable and rarely competent and technol-

ogy as totally liberating or totally subjugating,

but also as Ackrich (1992: 208) has written,

because ‘the links between technical choices,

users’ representations and the actual use of

technologies are not always obvious’ and there

is a need therefore to follow the negotiations

between designers, projected users and real

users. The embrace of text messaging by young

people as a form of digital sociality is a process

of translationwhich hasmanysociallybeneficial

dimensions which are clearly acknowledged by

the real users themselves but are often over-

looked by adults. As Pinch, Ashmore and

Mulkay (1992: 265) have argued, technology

is indexical in the sense it ‘takes its meaning

from its use’ and the use of cell phones to

perform a particular form of social order

demonstrates how the meanings inscribed in

the cell phone are not fixed and cannot be fixed

by designers, teachers, parents or journalists.

The human–cell phone entanglement pro-

duces, in the words of Law (2001), ‘machinic

pleasures’ and ANTenables us to explore these

pleasures without reverting to technologically

or socially determinist arguments or acting as

Law (1994: 11)says as if certain phenomena,

in this case bullying or bad spelling, are ‘given

in the order of things’ and without denying

that at times and at particular nodes in the

network the machines might interpellate

painfully, as in the case of the suicide of a

12-year-old North Island girl who had been

the victim of text bullying. Law writes:

Nothing that enters into relations has fixed

significance or attributes in and of itself. Instead

the attributes of any particular element in the

system, any particular node in the network, are

entirely defined in relation to other elements in the

system, to other nodes in the network. (2001: 4)

If we consider the spatiality of digital sociality,

it is clear that it is a stretched-out network

(Couldry 2004) made up of many elements

and associations. It is not possible within this

network to locate power permanently in any

particular site, such as in the boardrooms of

corporate companies or in the hands of

malicious bullies. While power might at

times become effective in those sites and

produce oppressions, additional actants will

be enrolled into the network to diffuse and

disperse that power. The strategies articulated

by our participants to deal with bullying can

be understood in this way.

Rather than understanding cyborgian ontol-

ogies as cause for concern as others (see e.g.

de Gournay 2002; Fukuyama 2002) have

tended to, we wish like Haraway to adopt a

position where we can embrace these ontolo-

gies without ceasing to be critical of injustice

or exploitation. Certainly, the intimacies and

attachments that teenagers develop in relation

to their cell phones cannot be understood as a

withdrawal from the social or necessarily as a

form of negative and damaging dependency

(even if at certain nodes in the network,

painful effects might be produced).

Just as Haraway’s (feminist) cyborg is

politically radical, our teenage cyborgs might

be more politically radical than we imagine

them to be, given their comfort with their

cyborgian ontologies and subjectivities. Our

participants on the whole were ‘not afraid of

their joint kinship with . . . machines, not

afraid of permanently partial identities and

contradictory standpoints’ (Haraway 1991:

154). Not only do these ontologies contain

anti-capitalist or at least post-capitalist

(Gibson-Graham 2006) dimensions, but the

performative relations and patterns which

emerge out of these technocultures are

resistant to the essentialism of children and

teenagers and are dissolving boundaries
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between public and private, human and non-

human, presence and absence and real and

virtual.

Like Haraway’s cyborg, the mobile embedded

in the body and in everyday social practices

is not only a blurring of human and machine,

of the social and the technical but is also a

metaphor, a new hybrid way of telling stories

which we need to listen to if we want to gain

more sophisticated insights into what Latour

(1993) refers to as the intermediary arrange-

ments where all the interesting things happen.

It seems to us drawing on Latour (1991,

1993) and Law (2001) that liberal humanist,

dystopian and technologically determinist

discourses about young people and technology

will continue to circulate owing to the work of

purification, while teenagers and technology

entangle themselves and each other in a hybrid

network. In other words, purification will

proceed even though the forms of human

agency which emerge from this hybrid net-

work cannot be separated from or understood

in isolation from their technological entangle-

ments. We believe that teenagers’ social

networks can only be understood on these

terms. It is these technological entanglements

that make social practices and identities

durable and intelligible. In other words, the

interactions between teenagers and cell phones

produce something that cannot be reduced to

the behaviour of its component parts.

The mobile phone, as an extension of the

human body, facilitates the development of

new socio-spatial relationships which provide

young people with creative and interactive

modes of negotiating public and private space,

the body, surveillance and authority. While

many media commentators, academics, tea-

chers and parents might attempt to perpetuate

a conceptual distinction between human and

machine (and between others such as adult–

child, presence–absence, proximity–distance,

public–private, audibility–inaudibility), new

geographies of relations (Bingham 1996) come

into being to reconfigure a number of spatial

boundaries including those of the body. The

text message extends both the body and the

body’s location in space and time-space and

socialises the text message-bearing device into

what Serres (1995, cited in Bingham 1996) has

termed a message-bearing system. As the text

message travels, it also stretches the social

connectivities across space, enabling bodies in

different places to share space. This sharing of

electronic communicative space transforms

the subsequent sharing of place producing

dynamic relational outcomes and confounding

essentialising attempts to understand cell

phones as inherently good or bad. It is only

when a body has entered into a new

assemblage can we begin to assess the

(temporary and contingent) affects which

develop (Bingham 1996). The humans and

non-humans presently enrolled in this network

are therefore producing a hybrid technosocial

ontology which reconfigures both the spaces

of the body and the spaces of the social.

Digital sociality comprises a flexible topo-

graphy able to be read and traversed in

different ways but one that has a measure of

stability and durability. At the very least,

it appears that some of the actors in the

network are able to work in more or less stable

ways with boundaries that are provisional.

This (temporary and provisional) stability

means that while the technologically determi-

nistic discourses surrounding young people

and mobile phones continue to circulate in a

number of key sites within the media and

the education system, they are only weakly

enrolled in the network as a whole and

struggle to find a stable location within it.

These discursive arrangements are easily

mapped on to a modernist topography but

when they find their ways into the provisional
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and more extensive spaces of a digital sociality

network, they are de-inscribed and their

performative power is deflected. The outcomes

for young people are significant as the spatial-

ities in which they interact with others and in

which they are disciplined and surveilled are

transformed, often in positive ways.
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Notes

1 While the goal of this paper was to apply, rather than

advance ANT, there is nevertheless scope for an

investigation into the ways in which ANT may be

modified by the dragging in of other actants, such as

parents and/or caregivers, to the network. No actor is

completely autonomous in the networks of ANT, but

the particular positioning of children and young people

as encumbered actors in networks could prove to be a

productive avenue for future research.
2 This notion did not go uncontested, however. A number

of boys in one focus group insisted that while they loved

texting during the school term, if they were away on

holiday they would leave their cell phones behind and

spend their time engaging in outdoor pursuits such as

swimming, biking and rockclimbing rather than

texting. We suspect that there are gendered dimensions

to this attitude which are beyond the scope of this paper.
3 We realise that theories of posthumanism could also

inform these debates. Out of concerns for space, we

have decided to reserve understandings from the

literature on posthumanism for another paper.
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Abstract translations

Vu et pas entendu? La télémessagerie et la socialité
digitale

Les téléphones cellulaires ont suscité, notamment
chez les jeunes, diverses conceptions dystopiennes.

On soutient entres autres que ces appareils con-
tribuent au non-respect des règles orthographiques
et grammaticales, réduisent leur capacité de se
concentrer sur leurs devoirs scolaires, encouragent
l’intimidation par le biais de messages textes,
provoquent les cancers du cerveau et renforcent la
destruction des relations directes. La messagerie
instantanée est, malgré ces préoccupations, le moyen
de télécommunication le plus populaire entre les
jeunes de la Nouvelle-Zélande. En partant de la
théorie de l’acteur-réseau et d’une recherche quali-
tative menée auprès d’adolescents néo-zélandais,
nous nous proposons d’étudier comment les adoles-
cents, les téléphones cellulaires, les rapports socio-
spatiaux et les discours existent à l’intérieur d’un
réseau hybride et interdépendant que nous avons
nommé la socialité digitale. Ce réseau semble faciliter
plutôt que détruire les contacts de proximité. La
fusion de la machine et de l’être humain, tel un
cyborg, engendre des mécanismes nouveaux
et complexes de l’espace et du social qui donnent à
penser que les effets préjudiciables des technologies
sans fil sur les jeunes sont moins importants,
contrairement à ce que plusieurs ont soutenu. Il
serait nécessaire alors de repenser les approches de
prévention proposées pour l’utilisation de cette
technologie.

Mots-clefs: communication, téléphonie mobile,
télémessagerie, adolescents, spatialités sociales,
théorie acteur-réseau.

¿Visto y no oı́do?: El envı́o de mensajes SMS y la
socialidad digital

Hay varios entendimientos distópicos sobre los

teléfonos móviles, especialmente en lo que se refiere

a los jóvenes. Se ha sugerido que los móviles

contribuyen a la mala ortografı́a y gramática, hacen

perder la concentración en el colegio, facilitan la

intimidación por texto, causan cáncer de celebro y

fomentan la destrucción de relaciones cara a cara. A

pesar de estas preocupaciones, el envı́o de mensajes

SMS es con mucho la forma de comunicación móvil

más popular entre los jóvenes de Nueva Zelanda.

Haciendo uso de la teorı́a de redes de actores e

investigación cualitativa llevado a cabo con

adolescentes de Nueva Zelanda, exploramos cómo
los adolescentes, los teléfonos móviles, las rela-
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ciones socioespaciales y discursos existen dentro de
una red hı́brida e interdependiente al que llamamos
socialidad digital. Esta red parece facilitar, más que
destruir, el contacto próximo. La máquina y el ser
humano, en el sentido ciborgiano, se combinan para
desarrollar operaciones del espacio y de lo social
que son nuevas y complejas, sugiriendo que las
tecnologı́as móviles no hacen tanto daño a los
jóvenes como muchos sugieren y, por lo tanto,

quizás hay que replantear las actitudes preventivas
hacia esta tecnologı́a.

Palabras claves: comunicación, telefonı́a móvil,
mensajes SMS, adolescentes, espacialidades
sociales, la teorı́a de redes de actores.
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