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‘THE-MOBILE-PHONE-IN-THE-COUNTRYSIDE’: ON SOME IRONIC SPATIALITIES OF TECHNONATURE 
Introduction

This Chapter explores some of the ironic spatialities that arise in relation to those technonatural assemblages that incorporate, and out of which emerge, variegated versions of ‘the mobile phone’ and ‘the countryside’. In other words, in examining the complex material-semiotic interdigitations that make up ‘the-mobile-phone-in-the-countryside’
, we can begin to draw out some of the ways that such dichotomies as technology and nature, rural and urban, public and private, domesticated and wild, local and global implode into a particular ‘black hole’ (as Haraway, 1994,  would call it) knowables as ‘technonatures’. I call this spatiality ‘ironic’ because,  in keeping with other recent treatments of spatiality (eg Whatmore, 2002; J. Law, 2004), I want to get at the way that behind any one particular reading of a state of affairs can always be found another contrasting one (on irony see, for example, Muecke, 1969). Of course, ‘irony’ typically refers to meaning, but in this instance, I take meaning to be a matter of ordering that is not simply linguistic, but also heterogeneously entails corporeal and material associations. As Akrich and Latour (1992) put it: “…the word 'meaning' is taken in its original nontextual and nonlinguistic interpretation: how a privileged trajectory is built, out of an indefinite number of possibilities” (p259). In the present instance, to talk of ironic spatiality is also to entertain material and corporeal irony where multiple and contrasting heterogeneous orderings (and disorderings) are co-present. Further, as the reference to ‘ordering’ should indicate, the term ‘spatiality’ connotes the processual and emergent character of space, that is, spatialization.
  
Now, in order to address these concerns, we first need to consider how the mobile phone has thus far been treated, not least in studies of everyday life and technology. As we shall see, and in keeping with the broad tenor of much of the sociology of everyday life, the mobile phone is conceptualised largely in relation to urban settings, and primarily in terms of the ways in which it mediates social relations of one sort or another. By comparison, by looking at a few of the ironies that attach to the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside, we can begin to trace not only how the various dichotomies mentioned above are enacted, but also how these collapse to enable a rather different account of the technonatural complexities of the ‘countryside’ in which the mobile also mediates relations between humans and the natural, that is to say, divergent instanciations of the technonatural. 
In what follows then, I begin with a brief discussion of the accounts of the mobile phone read through some abiding concerns in the sociology of everyday life. I then go on to consider the ‘mobile-phone-in-the-countryside’ mainly through two examples where the capacities of the mobile phone are problematized or, better still, ironised. This analysis is expanded to consider some broader  sociotechnical assemblages which enable mobile phones to function in particular ways,  not least ways which are associated with a range of technonatural risks. Finally, a brief reflection on the politics of ironic technonatural spatialities is presented. 
Mobile Phones and Everyday Life

What would Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau make of the mobile phone? For these two key figures in the re-vivification of the sociology of everyday life (see Gardiner, 2000; Highmore, 2002), two rather different accounts would be expected. For Lefebvre we might expect a critique of the mobile’s role in what he famously called  ‘the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption’ (Lefebvre, 1968, p 60), perhaps along the lines of Bull’s (2002) notion of erosion of ‘reciprocal forms of recognition’. Having noted this, the mobile mediated forms of mutual recognition with others-at-a-distance can hint at Lefebvre’s ‘total man’ (sic) whereby human potential can be fully realized in a virtual-ish community that resembles the premodern festival (for a utopiran view of this sort of potential for mobile ICTs, see Poster, 2002; cf Shields, 1999). For de Certeau (1984), the mobile would be at once a strategic mechanism for continued (panoptical) surveillance (certainly, that is how children and employees sometimes see the function of the mobile phone – see Haddon, 2004). Conversely, the mobile phone also serves in the tactical subversion of surveillance – the sociotechnical grounds for a momentary ruse where one ‘forgets’ to switch the phone on, or ‘misplaces’ it. To be sure, these albeit concocted accounts leave something to be desired – not least in the way that the mobile phone is shoe-horned into a pre-existing set of high-theoretical concerns at the expense of an engagement with the empirically complex uses of the mobile phone (see Bennett, 2004; Michael, 2006). 
In his preliminary outline of a sociology of the mobile phone, Jim McGuigan (2004) sketches four generally appropriate approaches (social demography; political economy; conversation, discourse and text analysis; ethnography). He focuses primarily on the last of these, not least because this can better represent ‘the nuances and complexities of everyday life’ (p.51).  In reviewing three studies, he notes how such ethnographies can be ‘interested’ – portraying, albeit with subtlety, some of the ways that mobile phones serve in the reshaping of social relations and social interactions. Re-reading McGuigan’s analysis (and various other studies – eg Cooper et, al, 2002; Katz and Sugiyama, 2005; Persson, 2001) through the idea of ironic spatiality, we can see that mobiles phones are caught up in the performance of social space that is shot through with divergent over- and under-lying meanings (in the sense of heterogeneous orderings and disorderings outlined above). Thus, the way people bodily position themselves when talking into their phones enacts the complexities of the boundary (if that is the correct term) between public and private spaces – there is a folding in of the public into the private, and vice versa, as people’s privatizing movements are shaped by the presence of the public, even as those movements are used to signal (ie perform) privacy to that ambient public. People struggle with the ironies of the mobile as a fashion accessory and functional technical artefact – like walking boots (Michael, 2000) mobile phones can signify, in contrary ways, a fine sense of style and a fine sense of utility. Both of these forms of mobile phone consumption reflect an aspiration to a particular status (or a display of particular taste) whether as a consumer of fashionable goods or as someone whose persona is bound up with the consumption of goods which signal some form of studied non-consumption. Finally, we can note that the display of  phones can serve as a marker of contactability and ready access to assistance in situations where people (notably women) feel at risk of physical attack; at the same time such displays also leave people (not least younger people) at risk of theft and physical attack. Here is an irony where the mobile phone is a dangerously desirable object of  protection: it is, in other words, a risk-repulsing attractor of risk. 
In the foregoing, we have touched on some of the ironic spatialities out of which the mobile phone emerges, and which it shapes in its trajectories through social space. But note the emphasis here is upon the ‘social’. The mobile phone, no doubt partly reflecting the legacy of the sociology of everyday life, is here portrayed as a ‘medium’ through which social relations of various complex sorts are enacted. There are a number of points to unravel here. Firstly, ‘social’ refers, more or less exclusively, to urban settings. As with much sociology of everyday life, it is the city that is seen to be the prime empirical site in which the processes of everyday life are to be investigated (and conversely, it is through the sociology of everyday life that the city has come to be studied – see Amin and Thrift, 2002)
. As such, the urban seems to take precedence over the rural. Secondly, insofar as the use of the mobile phones serves in the production of social relations, this deflects from their role in the making of heterogeneous relations. Of course, we can nowadays take for granted that social relations are necessarily heterogeneous, but the precise ways in which mobile phones mediate such heterogeneity is what interests us here. For example, to talk on a mobile phone on a train is also to deal with varying volumes of train rattle, or the loss of signals as the train passes through tunnels. Rather, the mobile phone, as a focus of analytic attention, should be seen as a heterogeneous artefact (or rather a sociotechnical assemblage – see below) that serves in the patterning of heterogeneous ordering and disorderings (see Michael, 2000). Putting the first and second points together brings us to our third:  the mobile phone’s  heterogeneity is played out in the context of the ‘natural’ and the ‘environmental’. Mobile phones also mediate technonatures insofar as they are instrumental in the everyday or mundane shaping of  the boundary between the rural and the urban – or rather, in the peculiar ‘unbordering’ of urban and rural that comprises particular ironic spatialities of technonature. 
We now turn to explore some ironic spatialities of technonature that might be associated with mobile phone.

Some Ironic Spatialities of Technonature 
Let me begin with two differing accounts of the mobile phone in the ‘countryside’.

On January 25, 2005 The Times contained a report on how walkers had used their mobile phones to call for help from the mountain rescue services in the Lake District, in the northwest of England. The article ran as follows:

“Irresponsible mobile phone use is wasting mountain rescuers’ time, claims team leader Stuart Hulse. And he should know


Stuart Hulse, who has been a mountain rescuer for nearly 40 years, can tell many more stories like this. Such as the recent case of a group of 11 professionals on a management bonding weekend who rang claiming to be lost in a valley.

The mountain rescuers were scrambled and located them within 20 minutes. It transpired that, although the group had gone slightly out of their way, they had no transport and wanted to be driven back to their accommodation. “It would have cost them a fortune to get three taxis to take them all back to their base,” says Hulse. “So we ferried them back over the passes.” Mountain rescue today, he adds angrily, is increasingly becoming a “nannying and taxi service”. 

Like many mountain rescuers, Hulse is in no doubt where the root of this problem lies. Mobile phones. Already considered the scourge of city dwellers, the ubiquitous mobile is now creating havoc in the countryside. It has, he says, created a new breed of climber and fellwalker who no longer sees the need to go out equipped with a torch, a compass, a map or even adequate clothing because he knows that help is just a phone call away. Common sense and personal responsibility have been replaced by complacency and the expectation of instant gratification.” 

 (http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,7-1454604_1,00.html – accessed 19 July 2006)


The Wales Tourist Board has, since 2004, been running an advertising campaign in which Wales was promoted as ‘The Big Country’. Accordingly, Wales is represented as a bastion of ‘nature’ and ‘heritage’ in the face of the supposedly less desirable onslaughts of modernity and globalization. Thus, in one poster, the reader is presented with a score line of the number of castles in Wales (461) against the number of  Starbucks (6). In another - the one that interests us here – over a spectacular view of  Snowdonia, there are printed the words "area of outstandingly bad mobile reception" in parody of the official designation of ‘Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty’ (AONB).  The text elaborates on this theme:  

‘Travellers riding up the Snowdonia mountain railway may experience communication problems. Your boss can't reach you. Even dogged telesales reps struggle. Damn those impenetrable mountain passes. Damn them.’ 

(http://icwales.icnetwork.co.uk/yourwales/tourism/tm_objectid=14980940& method=full&siteid=50082-name_page.html – accessed 24 Sept 2005).

In The Times article, we are treated to a righteous resentment directed at the stranded couple and group of management professionals who have unduly called out the mountain rescue service, reducing it to a “nannying and taxi service”. This irresponsibility is seen to be reflected not only in the profligate use of the rescue services but also in the lack of respect directed at the natural environment itself: these urbanites fail properly to prepare themselves for the potential rigours and routine uncertainties of the Lake District. Clearly these are moral judgements being cast upon the behaviour of these individuals. Or to put it another way, a (not so) tacit contrast is being drawn between the comfortable ‘soft’  technonatural spatialities of the city characterised by service, convenience and immediacy, and the ‘hard’ technonatural spatialities of the countryside marked by unpredictability, self-sufficiency, preparedness and patience. These two moral spatialities have of course often leaked into one another – city dwellers’ unpreparedness for country walks is renowned (see Michael, 2000); conversely, witness the recent sport of urban climbing (that is, climbing urban structures, most dramatically the outside of skyscrapers). However, what is apparently particularly irksome about the present incursion of the urban into the rural is that the importation of urban values and the expectations of urban convenience are so bare-faced. The conduit or medium of this illegitimate transposition is, it is emphatically stated, the mobile phone. It is this technology that, on the one hand, enables such easy contact with rescue services and as a result, on the other hand, means that the culprits do not feel they have to bother to prepare properly for the potential rigours of the countryside. That is to say, the mobile phone serves to cognitively corrupt these would-be walkers – it comprises a temptation that they seem unable to resist. Indeed, this complaint implies that such behaviour entails an illegitimate ironization of rural space such that it also becomes ‘soft’, full of convenience and service. 

Now, it is no doubt possible to unpack this in terms of the rather tired arguments around technological versus social determinism (see Bijker, 1995). For example, we could try and disentangle the way that mobile phones, by virtue of their capacities (ease of contactability), transform relationships (for example, with particular services). Conversely, we could list the cultural or social pre-requisites (eg  consumerism, risk culture or society, individualization) that facilitate this particular, unfortunate use of the mobile phone. But this sort of analytic tack, along with The Times account (which I have recast in terms of contrasting but leaky technonatural spatialities), suffers from too much contrast. By this I mean that both are overly concerned, as it were, to unravel ironies, or rather to purify ironic spatialities. 
The dichotomy of spatialities collapses when we recall that the Lake District is not a ‘wilderness’ in any simple sense, but a very longstanding tourist destination. Fell walking is just one activity out of many (which might include visiting gardens, mansions, museums or horticultural shows; boating; cycling; horse riding; or taking guided tours around towns). In other words, the Lake District is a complex spatiality that incorporates a multiplicity of technonatural relations. In this context, mobile phones are not simply artefacts that undermine the ‘wilderness’ (as a moral as well as technonatural category) of the Lake District. Insofar as they mediate interactions that enable people to take advantage of what the Lake District has to offer, mobile phones also contribute to constituting it as a tourist destination with all the convenience that comes to be associated with such destinations. What is enacted in the Times piece is the contest over what we might represent as the ‘purity’ of the Lake District as an exemplar of ‘wilderness’, and its ‘corruption’ (urbanization, even?) as a tourist honeypot. However, the article goes on to note that Mountain Rescue services in the Lake District are funded by donations. This suggests that the presence of tourists presumably comprises a substantial source of income for Mountain Rescue (which is nothing if not a sociotechnical assemblage, after all). Here, then, we touch upon an ironic technonatural spatiality that encompasses the complexities of the tourist gaze (Urry, 1990): combined with tourist ear and the tourist purse, the tourist gaze, in transgressing boundaries between the urban and the rural,  is it would seem, at once disparaged and welcomed. 

When we turn to the Wales Tourist Board advertisement, the ironic character of technonatural spatiality  is thrown into further relief. 

In the Wales Tourist Board advertisement, it is not the ease of mobile communication per se that is bemoaned but, albeit ironically, its sporadic character. The supposed reproduction of urban contactability is undermined by the interventions of those damned ‘impenetrable mountain passes’. In other words, the dangers posed by the environment, including the terrain, relate not only to human bodies and capacities but also to mobile communications. This immediately brings into focus the fact that mobile phones are part of a sociotechnical assemblage that operates neither seamlessly nor universally. In other words, the mobile’s functionality is enabled by an electromagnetic medium that, ostensibly at least, obliterates distance, or rather turns qualitative space into quantitative space. Needless to say, such obliteration is itself mediated by the local, notably base stations and masts that ‘support’ that medium. Further, as we might also expect, these have become the foci of public concern. As Alex Law suggests, resistance to the siting of masts arguably reflects a desire to reassert local distinctiveness in the face of the ‘routine nomadic intimacy of mobile phones (which) establishes place as an indifferent backdrop to being always 'on-call', too absorbed in the 'busy-ness' of life to notice what is close at hand’ (A. Law, 2004, n.p.) – that is, the ‘erosion’ of  qualitative space. We shall return to further interrogate this assemblage in due course.  In the meantime, drawing on Law and the Wales Tourist Board advertisement, we can add another layer of meaning to the indignation expressed in The Times article. Cutting across the contrast between the urban and the rural technonatural spatialities is the (not uncommon) contrast between qualitative and quantitative space: where the latter suggests paying attention, belonging, care, the former implies abstracted empty space that needs to be, in one way or another, traversed as rapidly as possible (see Kern, 2003 on the historicity of space). Qualitative and quantitative apprehensions of space both apply to both urban and rural: cityscapes are no less valued as a dwelling places even as they are abstracted. As we shall see below, if this contrast problematises that between  urban and rural, in turn it too will be found to be problematic. 
The Wales Tourist Board advertisement also enacts another irony. In part its humour lies in the reversal of values. The mountain passes are negatively valued in that they serve to disrupt positively valued calls from the boss and ‘dogged telesales reps’ . Of course, it is the passes that are valued because of their beauty or magnificence; and it is the calls of boss and ‘dogged telesales reps’ that are derogated because they interfere with such beauty or magnificence. Moreover, the mountain passes, because they break up mobile signals, are further valued in that serve to reinforce the sense of escape and of the exotic, of being away from the chores, pressures and, indeed, inconveniences of everyday life. On one level, then, ironically, the irony of the advertisement serves in the de-ironization of the technonatural space of Snowdonia: the contrast is drawn between the seeming isolation of Snowdonia, and the hurly-burly of quotidian urban life. 

And yet, notice that this engagement with the splendour (and convenient inconvenience) of Snowdonia is conducted from the relative comfort and convenience of a tourist train - a tourist train that is, not uncommonly, full of people. So, the promise of isolation implicit in advertisement is, ironically, realised in the midst of a touristic throng.  On top of this irony lies another. If the use of the mobile phone can serve in the ‘doing’ of a barrier between self and others in the commuter train (that is, the management of public and private spaces), on the tourist train, the place of the no longer functioning mobile, is taken up by Snowdon’s majesty.  Now the barrier between public and provate can be performed through the doing of intent absorption in the glories if Snowdon. At the same time, the view of Snowdon is all around, a common resource for the doing of privacy which ironically opens up the possibility of a sort of ‘shared privacy’ (in which the others’ absorption in being recognized reinforces one’s own absorption), something akin to, what we might call, the collective sublime (to adapt Nye’s, 1994, notion of technological sublime). In any case, once again the divide between public and private seems dizzyingly to collapse. 
In this section, we have tentatively entered into the material-semiotic black hole that is mobile-phone-in-the-countryside. In the process, we have explored some of the complex ironies of the technonatural spatialities that mark the mobile-phone-in-the-counntryside. Of course, no claim to exhaustiveness is staked. Rather, the aim has been to illustrate in some small way how the mobile phone allows us to explore how rural technospatial spatialities can be characterised in terms of such dichotomies as rural-urban, public-private, qualitative-quantitative, and exotic-mundane which are at once purged and collapsed.  In the next section, we pursue this further by paying closer attention to some systemic dimensions of the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside, that is, it embeddedness in and embodiment of complex (and ironic) sociotechnical assemblages and the ‘risks’ associated with these. 
Assembling Ironic Technonatural ‘Risks’
Up to this point, our discussion has focused on mobile-phone-in-the-countryside as a singularised object (this is itself a heterogeneous accomplishment, as it is for all technological artefacts). Yet this mobile-phone-in-the-countryside is a ‘constitutive product’ (to coin another ironic term) of an expansive, variegated and sometimes fractured sociotechnical assemblage that spans, at minimum, phone and related equipment manufacturers, a panoply of retailers, service providers, agencies of standardization and regulatory authorities, designers of infrastructure, medical bodies and assessors of risk (and, needless to say, social scientists). In light of this character of the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside, we will now consider two additional ironic technonatural spatialities. As we shall see, these are crucially concerned with riskiness, or rather a variety of risks, whose inter-relations are, inevitably, ironic.
  In what follows, we consider two ways in which the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside assemblage can serve in the reconfiguration of comportment by rendering aspects of the countryside more, or less, ‘visible’. On the one hand, we consider the complex spatialities that emerge in relation to the potential use of GPS (Global Positioning System) enabled mobile phones in the countryside; on the other, we explore the ways in which people might re-orient around the ‘Teslar watch’ given the seeming ubiquity (and dangers) of the electromagnetic waves which carry mobile phone signals. 
GPS and the Ironic Skeletalization of the Countryside
In recent years, mobile phones have developed the capacity to process GPS information. Whether this capacity comes ready enabled (as in Mio A701 GPS mobile phone) or as an add-on (as in the TomTom Mobile 5 GPS for Nokia Smart phones), GPS can be used to establish the quickest or shortest routes for a range of modes of transportation, provide  3D map views and accommodate customized points of interest. In relation to the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside, insofar as the GPS facility can inform users of local geographical features, it can, potentially at least, enable a process of ‘self-rescue’, so to speak. In other words, GPS enabled mobile phones-in-the-countryside can become moralised: such phones become an indispensable part of the responsible walker’s or climber’s equipment. Further, to the extent that these phones mean that walkers have less need to call upon local rescue services, they underline the self-sufficiency of the walker. Of course, this enhanced self-sufficiency – or, to put it another way, this individualized, autonomised spatiality - is based on the dispersed spatiality of GPS that is a thoroughgoingly heterogeneous and relational assemblage which famously incorporates some two dozen military satellites. 
However, as things stand, it would appear that GPS enabled mobile phones have yet to attain the status of crucial equipment for the countryside. Thus, for the British Mountaineering Council, “A GPS is not a substitute for use of a map and compass either in terms of accuracy or reliability and can not be used as a sole navigational tool”, nevetheless “A GPS system can offer useful additional information on which to base mountain navigation” (http://www.mountains-snowandrock.org.uk/Advice/advice_3.php - accessed 18 August 2006). Further, as Lorimer and Lund (2003) note, hill-walkers have a complex relation to GPS: “it is variously understood as a marker of increasingly professionalised practice, a mechanism to reduce personal risk, a dangerous gadget likely to encourage acts of irresponsibility and an intrusive presence in the hill-walking experience” (p.141). This complexity will doubtless be further underlined by the circulation of danger narratives where too much reliance on GPS has led to easily avoidable dangers (the pensioners’ coach guided into, and stuck fast in, an unsuitably narrow country lane; the car that was guided to the edge of  a precipice and a hundred foot drop, etc). 

So, the capacity of GPS enabled mobile phones to reconfigure the responsibilisation of the walker or climber remains, not unexpectedly, underdetermined. Yet,  GPS as a potential tool for navigation (and a medium of responsibilization) shares some key features with the map that contribute to another ironic technonatural spatialization. Both GPS and map (in the UK, this would classically be the Ordnance Survey map)  abstract standardised details from the environment – there is a systematic neglect of information in order to produce a ‘useful’ cartographic representation of the terrain and its specific features (see, for example, Marsden and Smith, 2005).  In a sense, there is a ‘skeletalization’ of the countryside in which detail is stripped in order better to guide the walker. However, this skeletalization can only be operationalised if at least two conditions are in place. Firstly, there must be some form of trust in the skeletal representations depicted by the GPS map – that over that horizon there will be a village, that beyond that field there is a pub, that around that corner the gradient reduces. The self-sufficiency enabled by skeletalization is,  thus tacitly grounded not only in the relationality to the communication systems, but also to those expert bodies that skeletalise the countryside (eg in the UK, the Ordnance Survey – ‘the national mapping agency of Great Britain’). The second condition is that skeletalization is only workable if ‘flesh’ is added.
 What I mean by this is that the embodiment of the walker and the use of a range of senses is necessary to implement the directions/quasi-instructions, and enact the abstractions, performed by the GPS.
 To negotiate the terrain requires the walker to take note of the specificities of local spatio-temporal conditions: here and now, this particular body is tired, that lane is full of sheep, this river is about to burst its banks, that slope is too unstable. The fleshly reading of the countryisde (a space of enactment and incorporation, as opposed to inscription and representation) thus mediates the spatial mediation of GPS: ironically, then, the skeleton hangs upon the flesh. 
However, this irony folds into another. We should not oppose these two registers too starkly (see Lorimer and Lund, 2003, for further illustration)  The cartographic GPS as an expertly reduced  representation can, of course, also ‘enhance’ the embodied engagement with the countryside. To know that one is safe, can open up a space for the romantic experience of the countryside: one doesn’t stumble on the sublime, one needs to accomplish it, heterogeneously (see Michael, 2000). To replenish the senses in nature after the onsloughts of urban lifestyles (see Thomas, 1984),  one first needs to get out into ‘nature’ and GPS, associated with a reduced sensorium as it is, can aid in this. Furthermore, insofar as such knowledge provides otherwise unavailablle information - depicts an aerial overview, points to points of interest, supplements the tourist gaze with historico-ecological knowledge, then the inter-corporeality of the experience can be ‘deepened’. To walk along a Roman road  as opposed to a path, to hike by an oxbow lake as opposed to an oversized puddle, to move through an ecological community as opposed to be bitten by midges – these expert accounts contribute another dimension to the enactment of the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside. Having noted this, there is no necessity to the deepening or enhancement of experience (hence the  quotation marks): if GPS supplies additional information, this does not always render the experience more ‘profound’ – it can be a distraction too.
 
In this section, we have briefly explored some ironic technonatural spatialites mediated by GPS enabled mobile phones. We have seen how these at once ‘moralise’ and ‘technicise’  the countryside in highly complex and involved ways. As GPS re-technicises technonatural spatiality (skeletalises it), it also remoralises it (how should one comport oneself as a responsible walker, or tourist?). Conversely, the exisitng technical practices of  walkers and tourists also serve in the moralization of GPS (is the use of GPS a ‘good thing’?). In the process, of course, such moralization-technicization of technonatural spatialities also pulls in, for example, the body , identity, social relations
 – or rather, serves to underline how such technonatural spatialities are comprised of these entities and relations too. 
The Ubiquity of Electromagnetic Risk: The Ironic Haven of Re-De-Nature
As mentioned above, one view of the countryside is as a place of replenishment, recuperation and reinvigoration. Yet, the countryside (certainly in the UK) is also seen to be perfused with all manner of risks, from those associated with the systems that transport people into the countryside (traffic accidents, train breakdowns, air travel pollution), through the multiple residues of industrialization (pesticides, fallout), to the ‘natural’ dangers of sunlight
 and mutating microbes.  In the case of the 
mobile-phone-in-the-countryside, additional risks can become apparent. Most obviously, there are the possible risks to the brain posed by the phone’s transmission of radio waves. As is well-known, there is still much controversy over what exactly these risks might be.
 Further, there are the risks that might be posed by base stations which are used to transmit radio waves to mobile phones. Unsurprisingly, controversy surrounds this issue too.
  Even though the likely exposure to radio waves is somewhat diminshed in rural areas given that base stations are set further apart, the general point is that this can be seen as another form of ‘pollution’ and another source of ‘artificial risk’ in a context where the countryside is regarded as ‘natural’. What I briefly want to consider is one possible response to this risk – the wearing of a Teslar watch. The objective here is to examine how such reactions (and this is one out of several possible mitigating moves) serve in the supposed re-establishment of an individualised natural spatiality – or rather a renaturing of a denatured natural space that is, ironically, profoundly technoscientific  - that is, technonatural. This, what we might call,  ‘re-de-nature’ is further implicated in other cultural and social ironies. 

For people who feel that their bodies are at risk from chronic electromagentic exposure (eg from base stations, as well as from many other sources), Teslar watches have been developed which, it is claimed, draw on ‘scalar energy’ to magnify “the strength of the biofield thus protecting the body from destructive electromagnetism” (see Bioenergyfields Foundatation, http://www.bioenergyfields.org/index.asp - accessed 8 September 2006). The key component, the Teslar chip “emits a frequency of 7.83 Hertz known as the Schumann Resonance. This is the frequency that the entire Earth’s magnetosphere resonates at. When we are in natural environments away from big cities, this is the predominant frequency which our body feels. It has a profound "healing" effect. When we go back to the city, there are many other frequencies that override this resonance putting our body into a more “chaotic” state of being” (see  http://www.toolsforwellness.com/teslar-watches.html - accessed 8 September 2006).  Thus, the watch recreates the ‘natural environment’ in the urban setting, a ‘natural environment’ which is, in and of itself, ‘healing’. 
Crucial to this account is the contrast between the countryside and the city, where the former is romantically depicted as the ‘natural environment’, whose healing powers are ironically uncovered and marshalled through technoscience. There are further ironies to this contrast:  the Teslar watch is a product of the urban, which recreates the natural; the natural in this case entails a mobile  individualised spatiality (the bodily space of the watch) which cuts a swathe through the unnaturalness of its environs – natural nature becomes not an extended context, but a cocoon housing the person – a personalised haven that is enabled by an extensive sociotechncial assemblage; nature has been de-natured (even the ‘natural environment’ is risky given that it cannot escape the pollution of electromagnetic waves), then re-natured through the Teslar watch – people now occupy a re-de-nature. 
However, controversy attaches to the Teslar watch. The underlying scientific principles and assumptions have, almost inevitably, been questioned (see, for example, http://www.wired.com/news/gizmos/0,1452,60183,00.html) – there is, in other words, a charge of quackery directed at the Teslar watch. Further, celebrities (eg Oprah Winfrey) who have endorsed the watch have been derogated for their gullibility and their willingness to advocate a spurious technology on the basis of dubious expertise and suspect experience (see, for example, http://www.gizmodo.com/gadgets/gadgets/teslar-watch-oozes-wellbeing-into-oprah-171061.php). Rather than ‘inoculating’ the Teslar watch against ridicule (see Michael, 1997), such associations with celebrity are seen by some to render the watch even more problematic. Once again, in the making of technonatural spatiality (in this case re-de-nature) trust and credibility come into play. Arguably, in the instance of the Teslar watch, the believability of  the Teslar’s re-de-natured cocoon lies less with the credibility of technoscience and more with the dynamics of celebrity culture. To put it another way, the technonatural spatialities of the Teslar watch’s electromagnetic cocoon, are ironically map onto the complex spatialities of celebrity (which, as we have seen, are in no small part characterised by the ‘ridiculous’). 
Concluding Remark
 It goes without saying that in this chapter I have explored a rather circumscribed version of ‘technonatures’: the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside. Even my account of this has been relatively limited and perhaps a little peculiar: a more obvious analysis might have  looked at something like the way that mobile phones are instruments of environmental intervention, serving in the coordination of direct action. However, I have been more interested in considering the mobile phone as a topic rather than a resource -  a topic which I hope would serve to illustrate some small aspect of technonatures. In developing and deploying the concept of ‘ironic spatiality’ I hope I have illuminated some of the complexities of technonatures. Along the way, other notions such as skeletalization and re-de-nature have been suggested as a means to coming to grips some of the political ironies of technonature, not least as these implicate matters of trust and credibility, and conversely (corporeal) skepticism and ridicule. If there is a general political ‘lesson’ to be taken away from the various stories narrated here, it concerns ‘ironic technonatural spatiality’. In tracing how several technonatural orderings co-exist in the ‘same’ instance of the ‘mobile-phone-in-the-countryside’, we can perhaps broadly suggest that any politics might benefit from a sensitivity to such ironies. To put this slightly more formally, we might suggest that in the doing of technonatural politics (or what might be called cosmopolitics - eg Latour, 2004), marginal relations (that is, ironic spatialities) can kick in which reconfigure the very grounds of those politics. The irony is, of course, that such a sensitivity will never do justice to its technonatures. 
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� The hyphenation of ‘the-mobile-phone-in-the-countryside’ is meant to indicate, as hopefully the rest of the paper makes clear, that mobile phone and countryside are not distinct entities ‘coming together’ in this case study, but are constituted through their relations to one another (as well as through other relations). 


� While the present emphasis is upon technonatural spatiality/spatialization, it is presupposed that such processes cannot be divorced from termporality/temporalization – whether at the ‘macro’ level (eg the historicity of spatiality - see, for example, Lefebvre, 1974) or the ‘micro’ level (eg the local ‘topologization’ of time see, for example, Serres and Latour, 1995). Also see, White and Wilbert (2006). 


� Of course, this version of the urban social has recently been overhauled as social scientists, most especially geographers have charted the complex presence of ‘nature’ in the city, not least that of animals (eg Wolch and Emel,1998). 


� This attendance upon ‘risk’ could be seen as a contribution to recent discussions of ‘risk society’ (eg Adam, Beck Van Loon, 2000). However, I am rather more interested in the ways that the mobile-phone-in-the-countryside mediates a range of concerns that no doubt entail something like ‘risk’, but also ‘social anxieties’, ‘cultural ambivalences’ and ironic spatialities that cannot be readily distilled into a term such as ‘risk’. 


� The terms skeletalization and flesh strike me as particularly apt in this instance because they echo Merleau Ponty’s  (1968) use of the term ‘flesh’ to connote the way that the environment ‘perceives’ humans, embodies them in its processes. Here, we are touching upon the mutual embodiment of walkers and landscape (see Michael, 2000). . 





� This terminology is another way of portraying the processes addressed through the dichotomy of quantitative and qualitative spatialities. 


� On this score, any communication technology needs to be considered in relation to the multiplicity of other communication practices and technologies that circulate within a particular community, or assemblage – that is, a ‘communicative ecology’ (see, for example, Horst and Miller, 2006).


� Additionally, we can note that GPS has been lauded (partly ironically) as a saviour of spousal relationships: the arguments so typical of driving-and-navigating can, apparently, be diffused or settled by the GPS’s more authoritative voice. 


� Regarding sunlight, this obviously has a complex history and has been seen a boon to health as well as a risk (see Carter, in press). 


�  Thus, while there is now a standardised methodology for measuring the absorption of radio waves in the head for handset models – the Specific Absorption Rate or SAR – there are several complicating variables,  notably the distance of the phone from the head and the frequency and duration of calls (see, for example, Health promotion Agency’s webpage on Mobile Telephony and Health:  http://www.hpa.org.uk/radiation/understand/information_sheets/mobile_telephony/mobile_phones.htm - accessed 8 September 2006).


� See, for example, the recent exchange between Hutter et al (2006) and Coggon (2006). 
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