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Mobile Disruption: Regulation,
Surveillance and Censorship

In many places throughout the Global South, the introduction of mobile
phones disrupted conventions for interpersonal relations between spouses
and between parents and children, while at the same time affording new
means for friendship, romance and intimacy (for striking ethnographic
examples from India, see Doron and Jeffrey 2013; Tenhunen 2018; from
Bangladesh, see Huang 2017). Smartphones additionally afforded not
only online access to illicit content such as pornography, but also new
opportunities for protest and critique of government on social media
platforms such as Facebook. In other words, mobile phones came to be
perceived and used as instruments of disruption—both domestic or private
and political or public.

Such disruption defines a productive site for describing how the moral
economy of mobile phones entangles consumers, companies and state
agents with each other. Papua New Guinea (PNG) state agents responded
to disruption with regulatory initiatives such as cybercrime legislation that
raised questions about freedom of expression and rights to privacy. Another
state-led initiative, SIM card registration, obliged mobile network operators
(MNOs) at their own expense to carry out statistical work that the state itself
proved incapable of accomplishing. Parents similarly invented their own
rules for controlling their children’s use of mobile phones and social media.
Each of these regulatory initiatives exposed and sometimes reproduced the
deep ambivalence that many people felt about the moral dimensions of
mobile communication (Lipset 2013).
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In this chapter, I accordingly trace the dialectics of freedom and constraint
as they played out privately in domestic relations and publicly in political
practice. I thus regard mobile phones as a ‘disruptive technology’, but not
in the business sense popularised by Bower and Christensen (1995). Rather
than attend to how the mobile phone might have shaken up industries such
as coffee farming or taxi services (see Chapter 3), I instead identify how
mobile phones arouse suspicion about the connection between particular
numbers and particular persons as well as mistrust in general about a wide
range of social relations. Specifically, I describe the disruptive effects of
mobile communication on marital relations and of mobile-enabled access
to social media on relations between state agents and ordinary citizens. I ask:
In what ways did mobile phones offer new freedoms for public expression
and private pleasures, and how did these new freedoms invite new forms
of regulation?

Domestic Discord

The earliest studies of mobile phone use in PNG reported that the number
one concern of users was the potential for phones to promote sexual
promiscuity and to break up marriages (Sullivan 2010a, 2010b; Watson
2011). A 2012 newspaper story reporting the death of one man and the
injury of several others in Kiriwina (Trobriand Islands) gave credence to these
concerns. The story recounted how the husband of an ‘alleged adulteress’
confronted and killed the man he suspected of having an affair with his
wife after finding and reading ‘certain text messages’ on his wife’s phone
(Post-Courier 2012c). Most reports, however, link mobiles with gender-
based violence against women. For example, a GSMA study of women with
little income found that:

Women fear receiving calls from ‘unknown callers’ because this
might aggravate their husbands. She might be beaten or the phone
smashed as the husband will fear promiscuity. Suspicion of affairs is
high. For this reason some women refuse to own a mobile, as they
are frightened of what will happen with their husband if they do.
(GSMA 2014: 31)

Hence the finding of Ketterer Hobbis (2018) that women in rural West
New Britain Province actually preferred that the nearby cell tower, torn
down in a dispute over land ownership and rights to royalties from the
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site, remain dysfunctional. Without the tower, villagers ‘did not have to
frequently deal with the violence that mobile phones can bring’ (Ketterer
Hobbis 2018: 61; cf. Taylor 2015 for Vanuatu).

The potential of mobile phones for domestic discord is partly and
unsurprisingly a function of the novel capacity for private one-to-one
communication afforded by mobile phones. This capacity can readily breed
mistrust, as a quick review of the ethnographic record outside PNG reveals.
Doron and Jeffrey (2013), for example, report how mobile phones enabled
couples in India to make initial connections and plan meetings, thereby
circumventing the control of the prospective bride and groom’s elders.
After marriage, mobile phones enabled new brides to maintain regular
connections with their natal household, thereby potentially challenging
the authority of both the bride’s husband and mother-in-law: “The mobile
phone was viewed as an object of distrust, unless it was monitored by the
husband and family’ (Doron and Jeffrey 2013: 175). Mobile communication
reshaped courtship practices, conjugal relations and kinship ties, sometimes
reinforcing and sometimes upsetting established conventions.

Julie Soleil Archambault’s (2017) ethnography of mobile communication in
Mozambique similarly suggests that phones are instruments of mistrust
in the eyes of young adults (see also Kenny 2016 for Tanzania). These
devices testify to deceit and unfaithfulness in the form of intercepted calls
and text messages. Mobile phones—the devices themselves—thus bring out
into the open secrets that ought to remain discreetly hidden. In a decidedly
fetishistic sense, ‘it is quite literally the phone, rather than unfaithfulness,
that is understood to generate conflict and break-ups’ (Archambault
2011: 452).

Similar attitudes of mistrust, laser-focused on the phone itself as the material
repository of evidence of wrongdoing, have been described by Kraemer
(2015) for young adults in Port Vila, Vanuatu. In PNG, young men artfully
use mobile phones to manage friendships in less than transparent ways.
Consider as one example, observed by a research assistant in 2016, a young
man who owns three mobile phones, two of which are dual SIM phones
that accommodate Digicel and bmobile cards:

He texts me with the same number all our friends have. So one night
we were sitting down telling stories and his crush (a woman) texts
me and my other girlfriends asking if his phone was off because
her messages were not delivered to his phone. Before replying to her
text, I asked my girlfriend if she received the same text, which she
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confirmed. I turned to our male friend and told him to text his crush
back. He laughed and said ‘I left the SIM card at home. Unlike you

all, she does not have this number.’

Our research assistant expressed her dislike for how this young man was
treating his crush. The incident, moreover, provoked a troubling reflection:
What if most young men do the same thing?

It is important, of course, to disavow any technological determinism here.
Tenhunen (2018) argues that in rural West Bengal, the availability of
mobile phones has enlarged women’s role in marriage negotiations. That
is, the marriage system legitimates mobile phone use rather than being
disrupted by it. Lipset’s (2013: 341) ethnographic research also makes it
clear that Sepik area villagers and peri-urban residents in PNG welcome
mobile phones approvingly when put in the service of ‘collectivist values’,
for example, when used to strengthen ‘the kinship-based networks they hold
dear’. It is only when mobile phones facilitate ‘ego-centered networking’,
specifically, arranging sexual liaisons (which, of course, are hardly new
occurrences), that they attract moral opprobrium.

Similarly, it is important to resist the fetishism of Archambaults interlocutors.
The ethnographic record demonstrates how mobile communication, rather
than provoking conflict, can provide the means for overcoming the mistrust
that threatens certain intimate relationships. Juliet Gilbert (2016: 3)
discusses how young women in Calabar, Nigeria, manage fears of female
friendships that they experienced and imagined as ‘tainted with acrimony,
jealousy and backstabbing behavior’. Such wariness of social intimacy can
be reduced by mobile communications that allow young women to keep in
touch with their ‘contacts’, but also to maintain a safe distance from each
other. Brief calls and short text messages, including Blackberry Messenger
Service messages, engendered a satisfying kind of intimacy among contacts,
not friends, who were practically strangers:

It is these forms of affect and entertainment, and the social rule of
never giving exact information about oneself, which are central to
understanding how young women not only alleviate boredom in
the house but also manage contacts discreetly. Furthermore, just
as these styles of mobile communication generate affect free from
fear between young women, they also enable young women to chat
with men, allowing them to work on social relations in Calabar and
beyond that may bring rewards, such as airtime. (Gilbert 2016: 10)
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Mobile phones thus function as instruments for creating a space in which to
cultivate a particular identity and ‘to connect with others without actually
having to know them’ (Gilbert 2016: 12).

It is precisely this capacity for creating intimate strangeness or strange
intimacy that renders mobile phones in PNG as troubling symbols
of domestic discord. I refer here to the prevalence of ‘phone friends’,
a phenomenon found in other countries such as Morocco (Kriem 2009)
and Bangladesh (Huang 2017) and among Maasai herders in Tanzania
(Baird 2021). ‘Phone friend’ designates a relationship initiated through
a randomly dialled call that might or might not evolve into a face-to-face
relationship, usually but not always between a man and woman (for PNG,
see Andersen 2013; Jorgensen 2014). Phone friendship has offered new
opportunities for experiencing intimacy at a distance, which has in turn
led proximate intimates, such as spouses, to negotiate new strategies for
maintaining trust.

In her rich and definitive account, Barbara Andersen (2013) describes how
several stories that bear traces of local mythology have grown up around
phone friendships in PNG. These stories serve as stark warnings about
the disruptive effects of mobile phones on marital relations. For example,
in one story, a woman has a phone friend who sends her money to buy
whatever she pleases. This woman becomes pregnant twice, each time
giving birth to a snake, which she kills. When she becomes pregnant
the third time, her phone friend announces that he is coming to see her.
He reveals himself to be a snake and instructs her not to kill his newborn
child lest he kill her entire family. The woman had reciprocated the gifts
of her phone friend not with her reproductive services, but instead with
the death of his children, thus erasing the chance of establishing proper
affinal connections. Jorgensen (2014) likewise reports a story of a woman
in Tabubil whose phone friend in East New Britain is really a snake—a tale
apparently based on a traditional story of Magalim (‘Bush Spirit’) known
throughout the region.

The fantastic nature of these cautionary tales predisposed me to wonder
about the reality of phone friends in PNG, and to speculate that the tales
were narrative symptoms of a moral panic. My own experience suggested
otherwise. On one occasion, while waiting for a call, I answered my mobile
phone despite not recognising the number. No one responded, however,
to my hello. A few minutes later, I received a lascivious text message from
the same number, written in Tok Pisin, expressing the sender’s desire to

137



138

UNEVEN CONNECTIONS

provide me with a certain sexual service. On another occasion, I made the
mistake of answering the phone after midnight, quickly disconnecting
when I realised it was from an unknown number and silencing the ringer.
The next morning, I noticed that the same number had called a dozen more
times, perhaps because the caller was taking advantage of Digicel’s dubious
promotion of free airtime after 11 pm (see Chapter 3).

Further inquiries confirmed the pervasiveness and serious consequences of
phone friendships. Over breakfast at a guesthouse in Goroka, I fell into
conversation with a middle-aged man from the area who was working at
one of the mines in PNG and had returned home for a two-week break.
He asked about my research and eventually the topic of calls from unknown
numbers and phone friends came up. The man told me that his own marriage
broke up because of his wife’s phone friend. While he was away at work, his
wife, the mother of teenage children, formed a phone friendship and left
him for a man who lived in the same region of the highlands from which
she originally came. My interlocutor eventually remarried and started a new
family with a woman from Goroka. He concluded that mobile phones were
not good for a developing country like PNG, unlike developed countries
where ‘people get used to the system’.

This story was not the only one I heard about domestic discord due to
phone friends. A university-aged researcher told me about the experience
of his father and his father’s young third wife, rural villagers in the eastern
highlands. The father asked to borrow his wife’s phone. She refused.
He grabbed the phone away and discovered text messages and records of calls
from another man. The woman ran away, accompanied by other women
married to her husband’s brothers. A large meeting eventually had to be
convened, with representatives from the men’s side and the women’s side
attending, in order to repair the rift. This researcher knew of another senior
man whose phone friend became a junior wife in a polygynous household.
This senior man, I was told, treated his new wife poorly, telling her that she
is ‘just a phone friend’ to whom he has no obligation to listen.

Another university researcher, Andrea, shared her personal experiences with
phone friends. On two separate occasions, she arranged with a phone friend
to meet in person. Andrea travelled from the highlands to a coastal town
for the rendezvous. On the first occasion, her phone friend failed to show
up, leaving Andrea to feel that the relationship she thought was one thing
her phone friend thought was another. An intimate had become a stranger.
On the second occasion, Andrea’s phone friend described what he would
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be wearing for their rendezvous. Andrea lied about what she would be
wearing. When Andrea arrived at the arranged meeting spot, she discovered
that her phone friend, despite his young sounding voice, was an old man
with missing teeth (lapun tit bruk pinis in Tok Pisin). She ran away without
revealing herself.! Andrea noted that this second occasion happened before
the popularity of WhatsApp, which made sharing of photos easy. Previously,
she said, it was just voice and ‘sexting’, and there was an exciting mystery
about what one’s phone friend looks like.

Concerns about phone friends in particular and mobile communication
in general lead married partners to different strategies about how to define
and respect each other’s privacy. The GSMA report on low-income women
indicates ‘risk averse’ strategies in which women effectively surrender
their autonomy:

Not having a mobile is a risk averse strategy. Some women allow their
husbands to gate keep their mobile, and access it when needed in
front of him. This is another risk averse strategy to prevent problems

in the household. (GSMA 2014: 31)

Similarly, I have been told of cases in which newly married wives were
compelled by their husbands to close their Facebook accounts. Jealousy over
post-marital contact with previous romantic partners, however, runs in both
directions. A young married man thus reported how his wife discovered
that he was friends on Facebook with an ex-girlfriend. The wife was able to
get hold of her husband’s phone and gain access to his account through the
already synced Facebook app, whereupon she de-friended the ex-girlfriend.

*k*k

Not all marital arrangements with regard to mobile phones and social
media accounts smack of patriarchy. One of the most active and savvy
social media users that I encountered in PNG, Basil, a man in his forties
with his own business and an impressive career as an athlete in international
competitions, explained that he and his wife were friends on Facebook.
Each has the password to the other’s account, and they ask each other about
the identity of new friends that are added. Basil calls his wife when he has no
data and asks her to read his Facebook messages as well as his email. Basil’s
wife sometimes replies to emails on his behalf.

1 This story resembles one told by Jorgensen (2014) about a woman named Betty.
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Lisa, a university tutor in her forties with three children, said that she does
not check her husband’s phone and he does not check hers; they respect
each other’s phone and trust each other. Lisa admitted, however, that her
husband does not want her to answer the phone at night or in the wee
hours of the morning because unknown numbers might be men with
problems trying to lure her. Men have called Lisa’s number before, and she
has answered the phone without thinking—not in order to entertain them,
she said, but because she was half asleep. One evening, a man repeatedly
called and texted. Exasperated, Lisa gave the phone to her husband. When
the caller heard a man’s voice he finally desisted.

Jorgensen (2014: 9), who also discovered that phone friendships among his
interviewees were more common than he supposed, recorded cases in which
spouses maintained phone friendships ‘with their partners’ knowledge and
acquiescence’. But many other cases of which I heard conformed more
closely to the image of the clandestine relationship that inevitably breaks
up a marriage. A young university researcher shared the story of how such
a relationship precipitated the divorce of her parents. One night at dinner a
phone rang. The sound came from the basket her father used to carry his
personal belongings. Her father ignored the ringing, claiming that it was an
uncle’s phone. But she noticed later that the phone remained in his basket,
unreturned to the uncle. It was a Digicel phone, unlike her father’s regular
bmobile phone. It turned out that her father’s phone friend lived in a place
with only Digicel reception. The man’s wife had smashed four or five of
these phones, but the man would get a new phone and a new SIM card in
order to step outside and surreptitiously call his girlfriend.

Jorgensen (2014) claims that women initiate random calls as well as men.
His claim is supported anecdotally by the assertion of one university student
that all the young women at her school have phone friends from whom
they receive gifts of airtime credit. Such relationships, as Andersen’s (2013)
stories warn, run the risk of escalating into unmanageable face-to-face
confrontations. At the same time, they apparently qualify as one way in
which women can participate in the informal economy that has grown up
around the mobile phone (see Chapter 3).

Phone friendships furnish novel experiences of intimacy at a distance,
close encounters with strangers whose true identity one might never know
and for whom one’s own identity can be crafted with no requirement for
verisimilitude. These experiences can be exciting and entertaining, playful
and titillating communication conducted by youth beyond the surveillance
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of elders and relatives (Andersen 2013; Jorgensen 2014; Wardlow 2018).
For women in particular, especially young urban women with limited
access to public venues in the evenings, these forays into a fantasy space are
kept safe by their degree of anonymity and the physical distance between
interlocutors.

These experiences of strange intimacy can also be stressful and upsetting.
A recently married young woman became suspicious that her husband had
a phone friend. Eventually she was able to use her husband’s phone to call the
suspected phone friend. To her surprise, the phone friend began lecturing
the young wife on how to take care of her husband properly. The young
wife experienced this confrontation as a disorienting reversal of strangeness
and intimacy: a complete stranger had usurped the right to speak about an
intimate relationship between spouses.

Intimacy at a distance can, however, take more positive forms, ones that
repair rather than disrupt domestic life. The following example, although
I suspect highly unusual, reveals the efficacy of mobile phones as hopeful
‘affective technologies’ (Wardlow 2018). Lucy is in her early fifties, a rural
woman with little education who, having been diagnosed as HIV positive,
was struggling to live on her own after her older brother had refused to take
her in. A previous husband offered Lucy some money and an old mobile
phone. Desperate, hungry and contemplating suicide, Lucy began calling
the contacts saved in the phone until one woman, instead of yelling and
hanging up, agreed to speak with her. This woman, Angela, responded
with compassion and began sending Lucy small gifts of food, money and
second-hand clothes. Lucy and Angela never met, but continued to talk by
phone, thereby restoring Lucy’s feelings of hope and alleviating the anxieties
that Lucy thought would reduce the effectiveness of her antiretroviral
medications. A friend found by chance on a random call enabled Lucy’s
old mobile phone to function therapeutically as an affective technology,
a medium for giving and receiving care.?

K’k *k

2 Unfortunately, Lucy’s story did not end well. Her phone, the source of Lucy’s emotional sustenance,
was eventually stolen: ‘All those phone friends, in Port Moresby, Mt. Hagen, and other places, they
would send me credit, and we talked all the time, every night, and now I dont have a phone, and I've
lost all those numbers. It’s terrible. I can’t stop crying about it. I had the same phone for four years, and
had so many numbers, so many friends. And now it’s all gone’ (Wardlow 2018: 49).
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The potential for mobile phones to spawn domestic discord also registers
in discourse around relations between parents and children (see Horst et al.
2020). Parents predictably express concern about how their children use
mobile phones when the children cannot be directly monitored. Consider
the example of Basil, whose way of dealing with his and his wife’s use of
mobile phones contrasts sharply with his way of handling his 16-year-old
daughter Sarah’s use of a mobile phone. Sarah has a mobile phone, but it
has no internet connection. She is not on Facebook, which Basil regards as
a distraction from schooling. According to Basil, Sarah only uses the phone
to connect with two numbers—his and his wife’s—and then only if school is
dismissed early or Basil has to delay his pickup of Sarah from school. Sarah’s
phone has a camera, which Basil claims is useful for doing homework, and
she shows all of her photos to Basil when asking to download them on one of
the computers in the family home. Basil wants Sarah to earn a smartphone
as the product of her own hard work, a lesson in self-sufficiency that will
serve Sarah well when her father is no longer around to care for her.

Basil’s highly disciplined approach to his daughter’s mobile phone use and
his emphasis on success at school reflect fears among many adults in PNG
that mobile phones are eroding the moral and intellectual development of
youth today. A 2015 newspaper article written in connection with National
Book Week reported the comments of a primary school board member,
Mr A Jaima, who voiced concern that schooling had changed for the
worse since the 1960s and 1970s: ‘It saddens me to see that many children
today do not read books. They carry around mobile phones’” (Post-Courier
2015d). Jaima claimed that texting was negatively affecting spelling and
reading comprehension in English for current students. Analogous concerns
about distracted and unproductive workers also surfaced in PNG newspaper
reports of IT abuse’ in offices—inappropriate and excessive text messaging
and use of Facebook, for example.

These fears about education are in addition to those about the use of mobile
phones by children to view and circulate pornography. Lisa attempted to
control this possibility by allowing her two school-age children to use only
‘simple phones’ rather than smartphones, but she knows fully that her kids are
exposed to pornography while at school. One letter writer to The National,
Tony Sulu Yakina of Enga Province, raised the familiar worry that children
are more technologically sophisticated than their elders: ‘Only some parents
and guardians are technology literate and can manage, monitor and regulate
the usage of technological devices that view unsolicited material.” Because
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parents in both urban and rural areas lack the necessary knowledge, Yakina
proposed that some sort of ‘filter mechanism’ be devised in order to screen
out indecent material (National 2015d).

In Port Moresby, discussions with parents inevitably touch on a paradox.
On the one hand, it is parents like Basil and Lisa who give mobile phones
to their kids, mainly out of a concern for safety. Parents understandably
want to stay in touch with their children in the uncertain urban
environment of the nation’s capital. On the other hand, parents worry
about how their kids use their phones, not only to access illicit material
but also to develop ego-centred networks (‘contacts’) that do not include
the parents and potentially run afoul of kinship-based networks (Lipset
2013). Mobile phones give children the capacity for private communication
that escapes the monitoring of their elders. An instrument for enhancing
communication between parents and children thus paradoxically harbours
the threat of ex-communication.

Who is it? Identifying Unique Individuals

The phenomenon of ‘unknown numbers’ caused consternation among many
Papua New Guineans soon after the arrival of Digicel. Mobile users like
Lisa experienced persistent calls from unidentifiable sources as harassment
rather than as opportunities to make phone friends. What could be done
and by whom to identify and punish mobile users who assailed other users
with unwanted calls and texts? Considering how consumers, companies and
state agents addressed this question offers further insight into the dynamics

of freedom and constraint within the moral economy of mobile phones
in PNG.

SIM card registration is one obvious way in which the state can assert
its interests in regulating how citizens use their mobile phones. In Fiji,
this practice was adopted in 2010 and implemented with few logistical
problems and little political opposition. In PNG, by contrast, the practice
was adopted but haphazardly implemented, beset by logistical problems
more so than political opposition. The contrast illuminates how the relative
strength of state agents affects their capacity to shape the moral economy
of mobile phones. That is, the state’s capacity to attach a fixed identity to a
SIM card affects the extent to which mobile phone users can access services
such as mobile money, on the one hand, and become targets of government
surveillance, on the other.
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It is helpful to begin by recalling that in PNG the problem of attaching
a fixed and knowable identity to a single phone number assumes a variety of
mundane forms. The high frequency with which phones are lost, stolen or
destroyed in arguments results in individuals changing numbers at regular
intervals. SIM cards can also expire when not used often enough only to be
replaced with new numbers. It is not uncommon to accumulate multiple
numbers for a single person in one’s list of contacts. Constant churn in
numbers can generate unintended consequences. For example, two female
friends were not responding to each other’s calls and texts. Each friend
wondered if she had unintentionally offended the other. One friend’s phone
had been stolen and replaced with a phone with a new SIM card. Her friend
did not recognise this new number and declined to accept calls or read
texts, while her own calls and texts to her friend’s old number went who
knows where.

The problem of not knowing who might be attached to a particular number
also takes forms that appear exotic to observers from afar. Consider again
the magazine article that appeared in New Republic magazine under the
title ‘In this Papua New Guinea Village, People Use Cell Phones to Call the
Dead’ (Robb 2014). The article reports on ethnographic research (Telban
and Vdvrovd 2014) that describes how Sepik villagers attempt to contact
deceased relatives by using mobile phones instead of more traditional
means such as dreams and trances. The challenge that these villagers face is
twofold: obtaining the correct numbers of the deceased from local healers
and securing an actual connection. Villagers do not despair when their calls
fail because spirits of the dead can interfere with connections. In addition,
villagers ‘might assume the spirits aren’t available. And they ring random
numbers so often that occasionally they do reach someone, whose voice

they attribute to a spirit’ (Robb 2014).

Ideas about the possibility of contacting or being contacted by the dead via
a mobile phone crop up in other contexts as well. One research assistant
observed that there was a place near her home where a canoe sank and
several people drowned. When boats now pass this place, passengers will
turn off their mobile phones. Similarly, another research assistant reported
that a spirit (masalai) is said to sleep underwater near the sunken Rabaul
Queen, a passenger ferry that went down in rough seas in 2012 killing an
estimated 150 people. As boats pass by, people turn off their mobile phones
lest they disturb the spirit and cause the boat to capsize.
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Both of these research assistants lost friends or relatives who were aboard
the Rabaul Queen. One of them claimed that a relative of hers had recently
received a call from the phone number of one of the deceased. This relative
was in the shower when the phone rang but saw the missed call on her phone
log identified by the name of the deceased. Then the phone rang again. The
relative answered and spoke hello, but only heard silence at the other end.
Our research assistant saw with her own eyes the number recorded in her
relative’s phone log, which she explained by speculating that the deceased’s
phone had been pickpocketed before boarding the ferry and now someone
else was using it.

The association of mobile telephony with mistrust, as evidenced in phone
friend stories about serpentine affines, is as much a function of mobility
as it is of telephony. Telikom PNG cleverly capitalised on this association
in print advertisements that promoted landlines or fixed connections, over
which the company retains a monopoly. One humorous print ad pictured
a smiling man standing in front of a gaming machine or ‘pokie’ and speaking
on a mobile phone: ‘Oh yes boss, I'm working on those figures right now ...’
An adjacent photo features an empty office desk with the darkened monitor
of a flat screen computer, superimposed on which block letters spell out:
‘Fixed Line keeps your staff at work’.

Similar clever advertisements ran on television, depicting AWOL office
workers gone fishing or otherwise engaged in the pursuit of pleasure.
Telikom PNG thus offered the landline as a way to tether a known identity
to a known location, thereby facilitating surveillance of workers by their
employers.

Figure 5.1. Telikom PNG newspaper ad (Fixed Line).
Source: Post-Courier, 10 August 2015.
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Perhaps needless to say, the association of mistrust with mobile telephony
extends to the social media that most Papua New Guineans access by
mobile phone. A PNG Facebook friend of mine regularly complained about
identity abuse with comments such as these, which invariably received
enthusiastic support:

Facebook users who use pen names and objects as their profile
photos are FAKE!!

There are many types of scams on FB! The main one is ‘males having
female photos as their profile pictures’

Another PNG Facebook friend has used his social media account to inform
his acquaintances about his mistrust of unknown numbers and policy for
dealing with them, concluding with the observation that ‘A lot of Devils
have phones these days™:

Notice to family.

If you call or text me from a number that is not registered on my
phone, I wont answer. Please always ID yourself by sending an
advance text.

Plenty 7ewel igat phone these days.

SIM Card Registration

It is exactly this issue of making identities both knowable and subject to
surveillance that underwrote some of the early public calls for SIM card
registration voiced in 2012. The Chief Censor of PNG, Steven Mala,
worried about the security threat posed by unknown and untraceable
mobile phone users: ‘Our national security is under threat and a terrorist
group could come into this country and blow up the [ExxonMobil] LNG
[Liquefied Natural Gas] Project by using unregistered sim cards’ (Post-
Courier 2012d). By contrast, Police Minister Nixon Duban was concerned
with more homegrown forms of terror. A relative of one of Duban’s staff
members was kidnapped and demands for ransom were communicated by
text messages from an untraceable number. Duban proposed to petition
the attorney general and prime minister about SIM card registration.
According to one newspaper item expressing his concerns, Duban believed
‘that many Papua New Guineans have become victims of this powerful
device but perpetrators cannot be punished because they are like ghosts who
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cannot be traced’ (Post-Courier 2012¢). The mention of ghost and devils in
connection with mobile phones captures well the deeply unsettling sense of
alienation that comes with the strange and unwelcome intimacy of contact
by unknown others.

The move toward SIM card registration gained traction in 2013 when then
Finance Minister James Marape (who became prime minister in 2019) called
on telecommunications companies to act in the wake of two bomb threats
that were made against government departments. In July, the National
Information and Communications Technology Authority (NICTA) issued
a public consultation document on draft regulations for compulsory SIM
card registration, and in November, then Minister for Communications
and Information Technology Jim Miringtoro announced the conclusion of
the public consultation process. Miringtoro also revealed that a working
committee including his department, NICTA, the State Solicitor’s Office
and the National Intelligence Organisation had begun formulating a
cybercrime policy to combat criminal activity that ‘includes everything
from downloading illegal music files to stealing millions of dollars from
on-line bank accounts’ (National Parliament of Papua New Guinea 2013).

In May 2014, NICTA released proposed regulations for SIM card
registration along with a proposed PNG cybercrime policy. NICTA’s public
notice, which ran in newspapers, included the following statement:

Calls by certain sections of the community that the Cybercrime
Policy and the SIM card registration Regulation are intended to
police social media and block criticism of government are unfounded
and misguided. The registration of SIM cards is a common practice
in many countries including Australia, Singapore and Fiji where it is
also used to support public safety actions and to deter and trace the
use of ICT [information and communications technology] services
in the commission of crimes.

The statement anticipated debate about the proposals, especially the
cybercrime policy proposal, that would continue right up to and beyond
the release of the final policy in October 2015. Unlike the SIM card
registration regulation, the cybercrime policy lacked anything in the way
of a ‘thorough consultation and public awareness campaign’ (Galgal 2017).
In April 2016, legislation for compulsory SIM card registration was adopted,
and in August the government passed the Cybercrime Code Act into law.

*k*k
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The issues of SIM card registration and cybercrime policy are closely
related, but I treat them here separately in order to highlight different
aspects of the relations among consumers, companies and state agents.
SIM card registration raises questions about the various motivations
for attaching unique identities to unique phone numbers and about the
varying capacities for realising this attachment. In particular, it compels
us to consider a situation in which the PNG state effectively mandated
that telecommunication companies carry out a task that state agents have
thus far themselves been unable to accomplish: to build a national identity
database. Cybercrime policy brings into focus the question of political
censorship, that is, the rights of citizens to freedom of speech and the limits
of governments to regulate or even suppress criticism and dissent. SIM card
registration therefore directs us to company-state relations; cybercrime
policy directs us to state—consumer (citizen) relations.

SIM card registration, when decoupled from cybercrime policy, garnered
a significant amount of support from many Papua New Guineans. Although
considerations of national security were sometimes raised, especially in the
lead-up to the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meeting hosted
by PNG in Port Moresby in 2018, people more often voiced concern about
morally disreputable behaviour such as hoaxes and harassment, scams and
cyberbullying. A 2013 letter writer thus endorsed James Marape’s initial
call for SIM registration: ‘I think this will solve a lot of problems from
marriage breakdown to prostitution and even criminal activities like car
theft and break and enter’ (Post-Courier 2013a). Similarly, the president of
the National Council of Women in PNG, Theresa Jaindong, supported the
regulation as a deterrent to the abuse of women online (ABC 2020). Even
James Marape, whose department was terrorised by a bomb threat, cited
fraud and antisocial behaviour as a reason for compulsory SIM registration.
Marape claimed that he was victimised by an unknown man impersonating
him on a mobile phone and demanding money from a pastor:

He told the pastor that he was me and that I had approved K50,000
for his church and that the pastor should give him K3,000 before he
picks up the cheque. (Post-Courier 2013b)

From the perspective of consumers, SIM card registration presented
a trade-off that has become commonplace in the digital age. A certain
degree of online security and protection comes at the expense of a certain
degree of privacy. Different assessments of this exchange could be found
in the online commentary that followed the release of NICTA’s proposal
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in 2014, including comments from the tech-aware members of the PNG
ICT Community Facebook group. On the one hand, there were supportive
comments such as these:

For SIM registration, I give a thumbs up. It’s time we registered half
the people who terrorize other mobile phone users and scammers
who send porn pics if you send them credits ...

SIM Card registration is good for consumer because many sick head
PNGns call or text illicit contents. Time to monitor and keep the
house in order so people use the sim cards for intended purposes.

On the other hand, at least one contributor raised the issue of the security
of personal data:

Am concerned that the government does not have a Data Protection
Instrument in place to guarantee protection of Personal Information
collected via SIM card registration and hence other projects
associated with Cyber crime regulations.

Other commenters expressed scepticism about the logistics of the exercise
and the lack of compelling evidence that mandatory registration actually
leads to a reduction in crime. In general, however, commenters rarely
questioned the morality or legitimacy of the state (i.e. NICTA) in enacting
a policy of SIM registration as long as its main purpose was to protect rather
than to surveil citizens.

From the perspective of the telecommunications companies charged with
carrying out SIM card registration, a different set of considerations came
into play. In PNG, companies were required to bear the full costs of SIM
registration. In the case of Digicel, with well over 90 per cent of the national
mobile market, this cost was substantial. According to a senior NICTA
official interviewed in May 2015, Digicel objected during the public
consultation phase for NICTA’s proposals to the high cost of collecting
biometric information as part of the registration process. (Collection of
fingerprints as well as photos was part of the initial regulations proposed by
NICTA [National 2014b].) One Digicel executive explained to me that if
it takes just five minutes to fill out paperwork and take a photo or capture
an image of a subscriber’s ID, then it would take an hour to process only
a dozen people. The costs in labour time (not to mention equipment and
data management costs) would be exorbitant.
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SIM registration incurred other costs for Digicel. In PNG, as elsewhere
(Donovan and Martin 2014), the policy led to a decline in the number of
subscribers. One report claims that between 2017 and 2018, the number of
mobile subscribers dropped by almost 1.3 million, lowering the penetration
rate of mobile subscriptions from 48 per cent to 30 per cent (Bryden
2021: 33). Many of the lost subscribers were likely residents of rural areas
without easy access to venues for SIM registration. Even though these rural
residents do not spend much money on mobile phone use, they are the
recipients of calls paid for by relatives working in town. That is, even the
loss of subscribers who only receive calls and texts diminished the value of
the network for remaining subscribers and, of course, the mobile network
operator (MNO) itself.

SIM registration does bring benefits to MNOs: in particular, benefits
connected with the ongoing transition from voice and SMS to data as the
primary revenue stream (see Chapter 4). Without a known identity attached
to a SIM card, many of the value-added possibilities of the digital economy
are moot. For example, mobile banking, ecommerce and many financial
inclusion initiatives require the attribution of a unique identity to a unique
number (Know Your Customer) in order to prevent fraud.

Other benefits for MNOs from SIM registration are less clear in the case
of PNG. The PNG legislation apparently prohibits the use of data acquired
through SIM registration for the purposes of targeted marketing (see Papua
New Guinea Statutory Instrument 07 of 2016, SIM Card Registration
Regulation 2016: Section 5.6).° Similarly, although the inconvenience of
the registration process provides a disincentive for consumers to switch
providers, in markets like PNG, dominated by one company, such
considerations affect relatively few mobile users. It is possible, however, that
this disincentive would make it less likely for consumers to switch SIM cards
as a way of avoiding repayment of credit and bundle loans (see Chapter 3).

From the perspective of the PNG state, SIM card registration presented
an opportunity to reach a goal that had thus far been elusive; namely,
the creation of a national identity database. The original proposal for
SIM registration put out by NICTA for public consultation stipulated
that the subscriber information compiled by MNOs would ‘belong to

3 Amanda Watson (2020b) reported that the SIM registration form that she completed included
questions about Digicel services such as mobile money.



5. MOBILE DISRUPTION

the Government of PNG’. In the final legislation, however, ownership of
subscriber information was put in the hands of the individual licensee that
acquired the information.

The feasibility of SIM card registration is to a large extent a function of
whether a country already has a national identity scheme in place (Watson
2018; GSMA 2016). Right at the start of public calls for SIM registration
in 2012, Digicel CEO John Mangos urged stakeholders to consider creating
a national ID system before creating a network user registry (Post-Courier
2012d). Yet by the time SIM card registration regulations were passed in
April 2016, little progress had been made in this regard. Two years later, the
National Identification project (NID) initiated in 2015 had registered only
a small fraction of the population: ‘In the years since, only around 500,000
of PNG’s approximately 8 million people have been registered, the card
printing machines have broken down and the bureaucrat who administered
the scheme has been accused of stealing and mismanaging millions of kina’
(Harriman 2018). In addition, a ‘syndicate style operation’ selling counterfeit
NID cards was uncovered. It was therefore reasonable that, one week before
the SIM registration legislation was approved, a Digicel executive privately
speculated that once the company had amassed its subscriber information,
the database might be sold to the government in lieu of the government ever
completing its own undertaking.

For the PNG state, just as for the MNOs, compulsory SIM registration
entailed both costs and benefits. Some of the putative benefits, such as the
development of ecommerce and e-government, were aspirations rather than
directly realisable outcomes of SIM registration. And one of the most cited
benefits of SIM card registration—an increase in security against terrorism
and a decrease in crime—Tlacks persuasive evidence (Gow and Parisi 2008;
Watson 2020b; GSMA 2016; Donovan and Martin 2014). By contrast, the
costs of the regulations were clear and immediate: a large number of people
would be excluded from the network. These people were likely to be remote
rural residents who faced difficulty in navigating the registration process,
people for whom mobile phones are lifelines in times of natural disaster or
health emergencies. It was precisely this cost that delayed implementation
of the regulations more than once (see Watson 2020b for details), as NICTA
developed provisions for giving rural residents more time to register. In one
instance, the delay was prompted by a lawsuit brought by a member of
parliament on behalf of his rural constituents; in another instance, the delay
was authorised by the communications minister in response to a devastating
earthquake in the highlands regions.
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The final deadline for registration passed on 30 September 2020, more
than four years after the regulations were adopted. The delays in getting
to this deadline bring into view some of the stakes involved in attaching
unique identities to unique mobile phone numbers—that is, in answering
the nagging question “Who is it?” For some users, registration presented
a moral dilemma, a choice between opting out of a communications
network that has become embedded in the everyday social lives of many
Papua New Guineans or exposing oneself to the scrutiny of state agencies
(or indeed less knowable transnational entities; see Jorgensen 2018). Fears
of policing are real, regardless of how dim the prospects are for an efficient
and extensive Orwellian or Foucauldian surveillance apparatus in PNG.
Hence the comments of one man waiting in a long line to register his SIM
card in Goroka: ‘T came to register my SIM but I'm also scared that my

whereabouts will always be known by someone or hear what I say over the
mobile phone’ (Post-Courier 2017b).

For companies—Digicel, in particular—the mandate to register SIM cards
imposed a considerable cost. But, regardless of how remote the likelihood of
a vibrant digital economy in PNG appears, there is no doubt that corporate
executives like bmobile CEO Anthony Pakakota speak as if their company’s
‘future is in the space of ecommerce’ (Chai 2020). SIM registration is thus
one challenging part of a larger effort to encourage and enable subscribers to
use their mobile phones to transfer funds (mobile banking) and buy goods
and services (e.g. to pay for electricity). In this regard, companies join the
state- and non-government organisation—sponsored international project of
moral improvement entailed in ‘banking the unbanked’ (see Peebles 2014;

Chapter 6).

For the PNG state, SIM registration was also perceived to be a prerequisite for
other initiatives intended to improve the lives of citizens, such as enhanced
protection against cybercrime and efficient delivery of government services.
As already mentioned, however, compulsory registration prioritised an
imagined future over an actual present inasmuch as the regulation resulted
in the deactivation of an estimated million-plus SIM cards. Similar negative
effects on connectivity—especially for the poor—have been observed in
other developing countries (Gillwald 2015a, 2015b; Donovan and Martin
2014), raising doubts about the moral legitimacy of the state’s actions.

The numerous delays in implementing registration and the exclusion
of unregistered subscribers from the network prompt the further question of
whether SIM card registration in PNG, at least at the moment, was worth
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it (see Watson 2020b). It is perhaps the case that the policy along with
its cousin the Cybercrime Act were adopted in a process of ‘international
normalisation’ (Gillwald 2015a) or ‘institutional isomorphism’ (Dimaggio
and Powell 1983, cited in Donovan and Martin 2014). In other words,
the adoption of the policies might best be explained as a form of mimicry
in which organisations model themselves on what organisations in other
countries are doing (as NICTA’s public notice in 2014 clearly implied):

In the case of SIM registration, although states have little evidence
of the advantages, transformations wrought by the growth of
largely anonymous mobile communication create a situation of
unpredictability where imitation and mimicry is likely to occur.
(Donovan and Martin 2014)

This sort of mimicry is more obvious when there is a perceived need to
harmonise laws in one country with laws in other jurisdictions, as in the
case of cybercrime regulations, to which I now turn.

Cybercrime Laws and Online Censorship

The swift uptake of smartphones through which most people access the
internet has raised concerns about freedom of political expression. In PNG,
where social media and blogs quickly became vehicles for criticism of
government policy and individual politicians, these concerns accompanied
the introduction of cybercrime legislation. This legislation and its
implications for the expression of political speech has tempered hopeful
claims about the potential for mobile phones to enhance transparent and
democratic governance.

Although closely related to SIM card registration regulations, cybercrime
policy addresses a problem different from that of attaching unique identities
to unique mobile phone numbers; namely, the use and abuse of ICT services
and communications devices for illegal purposes (see Section 266 of the
National Information and Communications lechnology Act 2009 [the NICT
ACT]). A very large range of offences fall under the heading of cybercrime,
including cyberbullying, hacking, sending indecent materials, spreading
false information, spamming, electronic fraud, defamation and sedition.
The Cybercrime Code Act 2016 is far-reaching in its coverage, presenting
real challenges in balancing ‘the desire for safety and security with the need
for free speech and freedom of association’ (Oxford Business Group 2016).
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It is fair to say that most Papua New Guineans welcomed and supported
regulation of online harassment and, in particular, the distribution of
pornography. This was especially true after the front page of the 17 January
2017 PNG Post-Courier newspaper shouted: ‘PNG Tops World in “Porn”
Search’. As Watson (2017) noted in her analysis of the report:

As PNG prides itself on being a Christian country with strong
traditional cultures and values, coupled with tough laws banning
importation of pornographic magazines and movies, the headline
has produced consternation.

Although Watson’s conclusion that the newspaper report was ‘alarmist’ is
persuasive, concerns about consumption of pornography regularly appeared
in letters to newspaper editors. An ad in the 16 March 2015 Post-Courier
invited readers to participate in a text poll by texting yes or no to the
following question: ‘Do you think PNG has a pornography problem?’
Similarly, my conversations with staff members of the Office of Censorship
in 2015 also made it clear that research into the use of mobile phones by
school children was a top priority (see Morofa 2014).

Critics of the new cybercrime laws focused instead on potential use of the
laws in suppressing criticism of government policy and government officials,
especially on social media platforms. In an interview with Radio New
Zealand, Martyn Namorong, a prominent PNG netizen (Capey 2013),
expressed his concerns about provisions in the cybercrime law regarding
‘cyber unrest’:

You know, some of my blog posts are very provocative and could be
interpreted as trying to undermine the state. I mean, is that sedition?
It’s very unclear whether some of the criticism of government could
be interpreted as undermining the state. For instance, you use social
media to talk about protesting or organising people to protest, is that
undermining the state or undermining the government? (Radio New

Zealand 2016)

Former PNG prime minister Sir Mekere Morauta was more forthright in his
denunciation of what he perceived as the misuse of government regulation:

The Prime Minister’s [Peter O’Neill] use of the NICTA Act to clamp
down on freedom of speech and the media is an unparalleled abuse
of power. The nation would seem to be moving step by step towards
becoming a dictatorship. (Pacific Media Centre 2015)
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NICTA, for its part, publicly responded by reminding social media users of
Section 266 of the NICT Act 2009, which stipulates the punishments for:

a person who, by means of an ICT service:

Sends any content or communication that the person knows is
offensive or of an indecent, obscene or menacing character, or;

1. For the purpose of causing annoyance, inconvenience or needless
anxiety to another person —

Sends any content or communication, that he/she 1. knows to be

false, or;

2. persistently makes use of that ICT service with that intended
purpose, is guilty of an offense.

The introduction of mobile broadband in PNG lifted hopes that digital
communications would lend greater transparency to government operations
and aid in the fight against corruption (Logan 2012; Rooney 2012). As early
as 2009, with the launch of the Namorong Report (Capey 2013), Facebook
groups and blogs reported and circulated news about alleged government
malfeasance and failure of service delivery (see Logan and Suwamaru 2017).
The rapid spread of smartphones following the introduction of Digicel
Broadband in 2011 increased the velocity of circulation and made news
more accessible to more people. Social media in PNG abounds with posts
and tweets that, although not always accurate, criticise both government
policy and individual politicians. Even some users of basic handsets—
government officers working in provincial and district treasuries—can
anonymously report cases of corruption through a text messaging service set
up by the PNG Department of Finance with the support of the Australian
Government and the United Nations Development Programme (Watson
and Wiltshire 2016).

4 Basic handsets had already been put to this purpose. In 2010, Peter Aitsi, former PNG head of
the anti-corruption organisation Transparency International, coordinated a protest against government
efforts to undermine the Ombudsman Commission by using mobile phones to distribute information to
community groups and NGOs. Aitsi claimed that ‘Mobiles democratize information flow in PNG. People
in the village who cant rub two kina [about 80c] together can now communicate’ (Hendrie 2011).

5  See, for example, the following Facebook groups: Sharp Talk, created 2011 (www.facebook.com/
groups/Sharptalk/); PNG News, created 2012 (www.facebook.com/groups/326819464091972/); Act
Now!, created 2009 (www.facebook.com/ActNowpngl). See Rooney (2012) for more examples.
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There is no doubt that online activism caused concern among government
officials. Logan (2012) observes that as early as 2010 the anti-corruption
efforts of internet users had elicited attempts at government censorship:

Bloggers circulated leaked reports of a major corruption enquiry
that directly implicated senior political figures, and which the
government was unwilling to release. When the report started
surfacing on blogs, the government delivered a writ to the country’s
major internet service provider (ISP), ordering it to block blogs
which hosted the report.

Although this heavy-handed attempt at media control proved unsuccessful,
it testified to the disruptive effects of emerging uses of ICT by
ordinary citizens.

The use of social media to organise, witness and document political protest
first occurred in a big way in 2012 when for a brief, strange and tense
period two different men claimed to be the prime minister of PNG (see
Cave 2012: 12; Cranston 2013; Logan and Suwamaru 2017). In 2016,
a public protest in Port Moresby that led to a tragic confrontation with
police and the shooting of several university students was well documented
on Facebook and other social media platforms. International news reports
now recirculate images grabbed from social media in PNG, thus amplifying
their effects as testimony to current events in a country where few foreign
correspondents reside. The Twitter handle of a PNG woman I had met the
year before appeared on a video of the 2016 shooting that accompanied a
Guardian article describing the incident. This woman, an attorney educated
in Australia who works and resides in Port Moresby, regularly uses her Twitter
account and two iPhones to comment provocatively on local politics.

There is equally no doubt, however, that ordinary citizens engage in less
salubrious forms of online critique. Consider, for example, the media scandal
that erupted in 2015 over the online circulation of a ‘nude selfie’, alleged
to be an image of Fred Konga, who at the time was executive chairman of
the Border Development Authority, standing naked before a mirror with
mobile phone in hand. The image was posted to a blog called ‘Caught in
the Act, reposted on other blogs, circulated through Facebook and email,
and written about in 7he National newspaper. Konga, who denied taking
the selfie and claimed that the image was fake, brought a defamation suit
against several people who published the photograph, the journalist who

wrote articles about the image and 7he National newspaper.
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Kongaalso called for tighter regulation of media and speedier implementation
of SIM card registration. His response, in turn, elicited further publicity and
criticism on social media, including a post on PNGBLOGS from We Are
Anonymous PNG, ‘a loose knit global group of concerned citizens who
fight for justice and fight against corruption’” (PNGBLOGS 2015). The
post declared that the alleged selfie was ‘a display of a PNG government
bureaucrat behaving like a child not befitting the office he occupies’. We Are
Anonymous PNG pledged to continue to ‘use cyberspace to take power
back from the corrupt and put it once again into the hands of law abiding
citizens' (PNGBLOGS 2015).°

Online critique of the kind exemplified by the case of the nude selfie often
formats political expression as a genre of resigned, often ironic, commentary.
For example, in July 2016 a photo of the Speaker of Parliament, distracted
by his smartphone in the middle of an unsuccessful vote of no confidence
against Prime Minister Peter O’Neill, was posted to one of the popular
Facebook news groups. It garnered more than 800 comments responding
to the question “What was he doin?” The droll responses included: checking
his balance, texting the prime minister, phone banking, watching porn, and
playing Pokémon Go. Finally, after four days, one commenter called for
an end to the commenting and suggested that people stop wasting their
time and wait until the next election when they could vote for a change
of government.

This sort of frustrated intervention, which calls attention to the uncertain
relationship between online and offline action, is not uncommon on
news groups. It was a regular feature of Digicel Complaints Group
(DCG), a public Facebook forum for voicing grievances against Digicel
(see Chapter 4; Foster 2020). Sooner or later, after a long string of
complaints about missing credits, someone would remind the group not
only that Digicel is not listening, but also that Digicel is actually making
money from all these complaints. And this comment is inevitably followed
by the suggestion that everyone quit spending their time complaining
about Digicel and simply switch to bmobile. Such is the slippery slope of
consumer-citizenship, whereby collective political initiatives devolve into
individual market decisions (or yet one more moment in the ‘politics of
resignation’; see Benson and Kirsch 2010).

6 The PNG Post-Courier reported in 2017 that Fred Konga was killed in an ‘execution style’
shooting in Port Moresby (George 2017). Konga had resigned his position as CEO of the PNG Border

Development Authority in order to contest the election for the Jiwaka Province regional seat.
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Logan (2012) has suggested that when the increased transparency afforded by
social media is coupled with a continued lack of government accountability,
the net result is cynicism. Thus, for example, social media was useful during
the 2017 national elections in documenting the failure of officials to turn
up at polling stations, the inability of voters to find their names on the
electoral rolls and the practice of obviously underage ‘voters casting ballots.
Indeed, the inability of state agents to fix and record the identity of PNG
citizens was highlighted as concerns over inaccuracies in the electoral rolls
undermined the legitimacy of the voting. All these acts of witnessing were
not enough, however, to prevent the return of the same government and
the same politicians so regularly and roundly decried online in forums such
as PNGBLOGS and DCG. As if ineluctably, the same failure of officials
to make the electoral rolls accurate and up to date marred the national
elections in 2022.

Despite the emergence of a species of resigned political discourse a la DCG,
it would be wrong to make an invidious distinction between a hermetically
sealed online pseudo-politics and a ‘real’ on-the-ground politics. Indeed,
Bryan Kramer, who helped launch DCG, was able to use social media as
a platform upon which to run successfully for election to parliament in
2017 as a representative from the town of Madang. His Kramer Report on
Facebook claimed 100,000 followers in July 2018. Nor did his election as
member of parliament precipitate a turn away from strategic consumer-
citizenship. In 2018, Kramer used social media to mobilise a public
around the boycott of PNG’s two major newspapers on the grounds that
the country’s print media had failed to report truthfully and effectively on
government malfeasance. Kramer has continued to use social media as a
vehicle for challenging government policies, and he was both an important
online witness to and engaged participant in the opposition that led to the
resignation of Prime Minister O’Neill in May 2019.

In short, politics as usual has become enmeshed in and reconfigured by the
changing mediascape in PNG. Yet the state’s capacity to enforce its 2016
cybercrime legislation remains unclear. In August 2016, the Minister for
Communications and Information Technology, in an announcement on
the Facebook page of the ruling People’s National Congtress party, ‘called
for civil legal action to be taken against online news sources who publish
false and misleading information that costs millions of Kina in lost national
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investment, income and employment’.” The minister named offenders
that included EMTV (a PNG television broadcaster) and the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), but no lawsuits were actually brought.

In 2018, PNG attracted rare international media coverage when Sam Basil,
then communications minister, announced a one-month ban on Facebook.
According to a report in The Guardian (Roy 2018), Basil told the Papua

New Guinea Post-Courier newspaper:

The time will allow information to be collected to identify users that
hide behind fake accounts, users that upload pornographic images,
users that post false and misleading information on Facebook to be
filtered and removed ... This will allow genuine people with real
identities to use the social network responsibly.

Both Basil and Prime Minister O’Neill subsequently denied any government
plans to implement such a ban. However, in May 2019, as momentum
built toward a vote of no confidence against him, O’Neill announced
a new initiative to regulate social media and to prevent the circulation of
‘fake news’. The prime minister asserted: ‘It is destroying our people and
destroying our society. We've lived in peace and harmony for thousands
of years without social media’ (Elapa 2019). O’Neill focused his criticism
on ‘multi-billion dollar foreign companies’ and on Facebook, in particular,
for its role in the promulgation of false information.

The prime minister’s announcement was met with immediate criticism
from politicians and journalists. Governor Gary Juffa’s rebuttal on Facebook
was representative:

We are all subject to abuse and gossip and rhetoric and though we
may be upset or hurt by it we need to ensure we protect the rights
of our people to express themselves as that’s an essential aspect of
[what] democracy is about—freedom of speech. If we have issues we
can report it to the Police or take civil legal action.®

Sylvester Gawi (2019) likewise blogged:

The fact is you can’t control platforms where information is
circulated, attempts to do such undermines the role of democracy
and freedom that is enshrined under the constitution of our country.

7 See: www.facebook.com/peoplesnationalcongress/posts/-online-news-reporters-should-face-legal-
action-for-misreporting-authorised-by-t/575162216020378/, accessed 6 December 2022.
8  See: www.facebook.com/juffa/posts/10155910867102134, accessed 6 December 2022.
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In the event, nothing came of the prime minister’s plans and his resignation
ultimately rendered the whole matter moot, at least for the time being.

*k*k

It remains uncertain what effect, if any, SIM card registration and cybercrime
laws have had on public discourse several years after their enactment.
What seems clearer is perhaps a corollary to Logan’s (2012) proposition
that transparency without accountability breeds cynicism. That is, if the
ineffectiveness of state agents to eliminate corruption and curtail the abuse
of political office promotes resignation, then the ineffectiveness of these
same state agents to enforce censorship and surveil users enables and may
even promote continued critique. Not only digital activists such as Martyn
Namorong but also elected officials such as Bryan Kramer and Gary Juffa
have resisted recurrent efforts to govern the infrastructural assemblage in
ways that suppress criticism of government.” The unfolding of these efforts
and counter-efforts—inevitable given the felt need in PNG as elsewhere
to deal with the circulation of hate speech and disinformation through
social media (see Kant 2022)—will reshape the dynamics of freedom and
constraint within the moral economy of mobile phones.

9 For accounts of digital activism under conditions of tight media restrictions in other Pacific Islands
countries see Titifanue et al. (2016) and Brimacombe et al. (2018).
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