Introduction: The Moral
Economy of Mobile Phones
in Papua New Guinea

In July 2022, Digicel Pacific, a unit of the firm that brought a sea change
in mobile communications to many Pacific Islands nations, was formally
acquired by a subsidiary of the Australian telecommunications company
Telstra. Digicel Group Ltd’s founder and principal owner Denis O’Brien
eulogised his legacy:

Having established our Pacific operations as a business start-up
in 2005, we depart with enormous pride in a team that has made
affordable best-in-class communications available to more than
10 million people across six of the most exciting economies in the
region. (Brennan 2022)"

Digicel had indeed radically transformed the regional mediascape. In Papua
New Guinea (PNG), Digicel’s largest and most profitable Pacific market,
the sale marked the end of an epic chapter in the fraught history of ‘uniting
a nation’ through telecommunications services (Sinclair 1984).

Digicel launched operations in PNG in 2007. One year earlier, there were
an estimated 100,000 mobile cellular subscriptions in the country, or about
2 per 100 inhabitants. Three years later in 2010, there were an estimated
1.9 million subscriptions or 26 per 100 inhabitants. When I returned to
PNG that year after an eight-year hiatus, evidence of the transformation
in mobile telecommunications in the capital city of Port Moresby was
plainly visible. Mobile phones, like Digicel billboards, seemingly appeared

1 Asa wholly owned subsidiary of Digicel Group Ltd, Digicel Pacific operated in six countries: Fiji,
Nauru, Tonga, Samoa, Vanuatu and PNG. Telstra planned to continue trading under the Digicel brand
name (Business Advantage PNG 2021).
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everywhere. 1 purchased a Digicel subscriber identity module or SIM
card for my old Siemens C60 handset and joined the conversation. When
I returned in 2012, I upgraded to a Motorola WX181, a classic ‘candy
bar’ phone with 1.45-inch colour display, LED torch light and FM radio.
By then, the number of mobile subscriptions had grown to an estimated
2.7 million or 35 per 100 Papua New Guineans, the overwhelming majority
of whom communicated on Digicel’s network. A future of similarly
remarkable growth in the number of mobile phone users looked all but
inevitable.?

Map I.1. Country map of Papua New Guinea with provincial borders
and capitals.

Source: The Map Shop.

2 For statistics of mobile subscriptions in PNG, see International Telecommunication Union (ITU)
World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database, data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?
end=2020&locations=PG&start=19608&view=chart, accessed 9 December 2022.


http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?end=2020&locations=PG&start=1960&view=chart
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?end=2020&locations=PG&start=1960&view=chart
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Digicel’s Pacific Moment

Figure I.1. Digicel advertising at the Goroka marketplace.
Source: Photo by D Doiki.

By all accounts, the story of the so-called mobile revolution in PNG begins
with the arrival of Digicel Group Ltd and its affiliates (see e.g. Cave 2012).
Founded by Irish businessman Denis O’Brien, the nimble mobile network
provider is privately owned—at one point 94 per cent by O’Brien himself—
and registered in Bermuda with headquarters in Kingston, Jamaica.
According to the Irish Times, O’Brien ‘extracted at least $1.9 billion
(€1.7 billion) of dividends from Digicel between 2007 and 2014’ (Brennan
2019). In 2015, Forbes listed O’Brien, who resides in Malta for tax purposes,
as one of the world’s top 200 billionaires. Forbes estimated O’Brien’s worth
at USD3.5 billion in December 2022 (Forbes n.d.).?

Digicel started operations in Jamaica in 2001 and expanded throughout the
Caribbean and Central America over the next five years (Horst and Miller
2006). By 2016, Digicel’s global mobile subscriber base had grown from

3 For details of O’Brien’s early career and business interests in media and communications,
see Creaton (2010).
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400,000 in 2002 to 13.6 million across more than 30 countries. Following
the sale of Digicel Pacific in 2022, Digicel Group continued to operate
in 25 Caribbean and Central American countries, claiming more than
10 million customers.

Digicel strategically targeted ‘high risk’ countries with fairly small
populations in the developing world, introducing aggressive competition
into markets where telecommunications services were provided, often
ineffectively, by state-sponsored monopolies. Digicel’s interest in the Pacific
Islands officially began with the award of a licence to operate in Samoa
in 2006 and, soon afterwards, in PNG, Fiji, Tonga, Vanuatu and Nauru.
Digicel also attempted to obtain a licence in Solomon Islands in 2007
but was blocked by a local effort to protect the state-owned incumbent,
Solomon Telekom. After subsequent attempts to acquire a licence in 2008
and 2009, Digicel lost its bid to its only competitor in PNG, Bemobile,
then co-owned by the PNG state and a consortium of private and public
investors.

During the first five years of operations, Digicel managed to build goodwill
and enjoy popularityamong consumersacross the Pacific region. Competition
reduced the price of calls and increased the availability and affordability
of handsets. The establishment of mobile networks in poorly served areas
enabled Digicel to reach marginalised segments of the population and to
build a base of low-income consumers.* Digicel’s self-proclaimed ‘bigger
and better network’ allowed for stronger connections between family and
friends in remote rural villages and growing urban centres.

Digicel also engaged in well-publicised acts of corporate philanthropy,
such as providing aid after cyclones. The Digicel Foundation launched
in PNG in 2008, supporting community initiatives to improve health,
education and the welfare of women and youths (Chapter 6). At the same
time, the company invested in the cultural life of its new consumer markets
by sponsoring rugby and other popular sports teams as well as music
competitions. Digicel embraced digital media convergence, transforming
into a provider not only of connectivity, but also of content such as news,
sports and lifestyle stories (Chapter 4). The company also diversified into
the consumer entertainment market, setting up its own television network
and acquiring cable and satellite television broadcasters and internet service
providers across the Pacific region.

4 Digicel also offered a host of products and services to business customers (known as B2B),
consideration of which falls beyond the scope of this book.
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Digicel Pacific’s adjusted annual earnings before interest, tax, depreciation
and amortisation (EBITDA) was approximately USD222 million in the
most recent financial year before its sale to Telstra. It employed 1,700 staff
members. PNG was by far the company’s largest and most lucrative market,
where Digicel held up to 97 per cent of mobile market share (Digicel Group
Ltd 2015). According to McLeod (2020):

in the year to March 2019, PNG operations brought in revenue
of more than US$340 million and made a contribution to group
earnings (EBITDA) of $160.5 million. PNG’s contribution was
worth 16.7 per cent of total EBITDA and was the largest from a
single market within the group. Revenue and profitability increased
even as the company lost a half million mobile subscribers, which it
says was the result of government policies requiring the registration

of SIM cards.

By contrast, Fiji—where Digicel held an approximately 33 per cent market
share (Digicel Group Ltd 2015; the actual rate might have been as low
as 20 per cent)—was one of its least successful operations. Vodafone Fiji
dominated the market due to its historical relationship with Fijian state
agencies as well as the goodwill associated with its philanthropic foundation
(see Horst 2018). Fiji’s skilled workforce and relatively comfortable standard
of living, however, made it an ideal hub for some of Digicel Pacific’s regional
marketing and legal operations.

Digicel’s departure from the Pacific invites a review of what happened in
PNG after the liberalisation of the telecommunications sector in 2005
made competition in the market for mobile communications possible. This
story deserves telling, even if an exhaustive version is beyond the means of
a short book. By the time Digicel left PNG, the presence of mobile phones
had become normalised for a large part of the country’s urban population.®
As in many other developing countries, public pay phones had disappeared
while fixed lines remained scarce, and a generation of youth could recall
growing up with only mobile telephony. How, then, did the so-called
mobile revolution unfold? Who were its agents and beneficiaries? What
were its effects and how were these effects distributed?

5  There were an estimated 55 mobile cellular subscriptions per 100 people in PNG in 2020,
according to ITU statistics: data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P22end=2020&locations=PG&
start=1960&view=chart, accessed 22 December 2022.


http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?end=2020&locations=PG&start=1960&view=chart
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?end=2020&locations=PG&start=1960&view=chart
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This book addresses these broad questions through a selective history of
the mobile phone in PNG, one that documents aspects of a socio-material
transformation in the lives of many Papua New Guineans for whom access
to affordable telecommunications was a warmly welcome novelty. In so
doing, the book contributes to the current anthropology of mobile phones
in Melanesia (Hobbis 2019) and elsewhere (Horst 2021), especially the
Global South. The approach taken extends previous work that describes
a moral economy of mobile phones in which companies, consumers and
state agents constantly negotiate who owes what to whom (Foster and Horst
2018). My aim is to demonstrate how these negotiations resulted in
outcomes that often confounded the expectations of policymakers and
ordinary citizens, and posed challenges to companies, consumers and state
agents alike in establishing and experiencing new forms of connectivity. The
uptake of mobile phones in PNG did not proceed in ways that can be called
typical in any sense; it happened in circumstances—historical, economic,
political and cultural—that were specific to PNG. But by telling this story
with a guiding concern for the relations between and among consumers,
companies and state agents, the details become relevant for a more general
understanding of mobile communication in the Global South (Ling and
Horst 2011; Tenhunen 2018).

Freedom, Constraint and the Anthropology
of Mobile Phones

Ethnographic research on mobile phones has often focused—rightly, if
perhaps predictably—on how users have readily adopted and adapted the
technology for both old and new purposes. This creative appropriation
extends from the ways in which users in the Global South quickly took to
‘flashing’ or ‘beeping’ with basic handsets (Donner 2008) in order to send
messages without paying for airtime to the ways in which more affluent
users in the Global North craft their smartphones and perforce themselves
by adding and maintaining apps, email, photos and so forth that expand
the capacity for communication. Daniel Miller et al. (2021: 7), for example,
introduce an important book on ‘the global smartphone’ by noting that
their ‘volume is replete with amazing invention, design and application by
people integrating smartphones within their everyday lives’.

A user-centred focus on creativity is valuable for countering reductive
arguments about technological determination—a hallmark of the earliest
(e.g. Horst and Miller 2006) and latest (e.g. Tenhunen 2018) ethnography
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of mobile phone use in the Global South.® Documenting the unanticipated
uses to which mobile devices have been put similarly exposes how users as
well as designers effectively construct the mobile phone in practice. Looking
at what consumers do with mobile phones has so far been the strength
of the emerging anthropological literature based on ethnographic research
in Melanesia (see, for example, Andersen 2013; Lipset 2013; Foster and
Horst 2018; Jorgensen 2014; Telban and Vdvrovd 2014; Kraemer 2015;
Macdonald and Kirami 2015; Taylor 2015; Hobbis 2020). Ethnography
demonstrates, for example, how consumers navigate the possibilities and
perils of novel forms of interpersonal intimacy at the same time that they
purchase and exchange airtime (phone credit) with expectations and ideals
derived from longstanding practices of reciprocity and kinship.

A user-centred focus on creativity, however, requires supplementing with a
complementary focus on the various constraints that users, especially in the
Global South, must negotiate in order to operate their devices, creatively or
otherwise. Some of these constraints are irreducibly material. For example,
Donner (2015) has called attention to the ‘metered mindset’ of mobile users
who struggle to manage their data consumption on limited budgets, while
Hobbis (2020) has highlighted how environmental elements such as sand
and humidity challenge the capacity of users to keep their mobile devices
operable. In PNG, uncertain access to electricity makes the task of keeping
a mobile device’s battery continuously charged, one that can hardly be taken
for granted.

The double focus that I am suggesting here raises the broader question
of how an anthropology of mobile phones can bring both freedom and
individual agency, on the one hand, and constraint and social structure,
on the other, into the same frame of analysis. User-centred ethnography
has often engaged this question by emphasising the ambivalence with
which users operate their mobile phones. This theme of ambivalence is
particularly pronounced in studies of users new to mobile communications
in the Global South. Wallis (2013), for example, demonstrates how mobile
phones enable young rural-to-urban women in China to perform a ‘modern
identity’, but also subject these migrant workers to new forms of surveillance
and exploitation by their employers. The gender, age and class of migrant
women—in short, their social position—constrain their engagement with

6 Tenhunen (2018) provides a brief review of ethnographic research on mobile phones in the Global
South and emphasises how such studies challenge the optimism of much of the discourse surrounding
the use of mobile technologies in economic development strategies (see Chapter 3).
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mobile technologies that nevertheless afford a kind of ‘immobile mobility’
in which phone use helps overcome the constraints of long work hours,
little time off and confined social worlds (cf. Tenhunen 2018).

The earliest accounts of mobile phone use in PNG (Sullivan 2010a; Watson
2011; Lipset 2013) also foreground the ambivalence surrounding the devices.
This ambivalence, however, is usually expressed in moral terms. Almost all
users observed how the phones were both good and bad—enabling people
to fulfill their kinship obligations to each other more readily, but equally
enabling (or even creating) forms of immoral behaviour such as arranging
adulterous liaisons or organising criminal activities. In this sense, mobile
phones not only endow users with an enhanced agency for realising familiar
cultural values, but also challenge users to constrain themselves—that is, to
operate their devices in a way consistent with prevailing moral norms.

While some aspects of the dynamics of freedom and constraint as lived
experience are well captured through a user-centred ethnographic approach,
other aspects of this dynamic are not. As Miller et al. (2021: 21) readily
admit, their ethnography of users leaves little room for considering how
other forces shape the circumstances of constraint in which all mobile phone
use takes place. These forces include both corporate and state actors—
company executives and government regulators, for example—as well as the
whole infrastructural assemblage of which the mobile handset is merely one
piece. Corporations attempt to stimulate mobile usage through marketing;
governments attempt to constrain mobile usage through legislation about,
for example, online speech. And the presence or absence of a functioning
cell tower might determine whether mobile usage is even possible in the
first place. How, then, can an anthropology of mobile phones consider these
forces and actors—or, at least, some of these forces and actors—in relation
to the dynamics of freedom and constraint routinely experienced by mobile
phone users?

A Moral Economy Framework

The moral economy framework developed in this book is meant first of all
to provide a view of the socio-material network that mobile phones brought
into being in PNG, attendant upon the government’s decision to liberalise
the mobile communications market in 2005 (Chapter 1). This network
includes, at a minimum, the consumers who use the phones, the companies
that supply consumers with handsets and airtime, and the state agents that
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regulate (even if haphazardly) both telecommunications companies and the
infrastructure that subtends commercial mobile communications. It is the
effects of all the elements in this network—including the phones themselves
as material objects with definite qualities—that at any given moment inform
what a user-centred ethnographic approach can tell us about mobile phones
in Melanesia or elsewhere. Put differently, while it is certainly important
not to reduce phone usage to the automatic outcome of either corporate
strategies or state policies, it is equally important to acknowledge from the
get-go that such usage occurs in circumstances that users themselves have
not chosen.

The moral economy of mobile phones accordingly implies a field of shifting
relations among consumers, companies and state agents, all of whom have
their own ideas about what is good, proper and just. These ideas inform
the ways in which, for example: consumers acquire and use mobile phones;
companies market and price voice, text messaging and data subscriptions;
and state agents regulate both the everyday use of mobile phones and the
market activity of licensed competitors. Ambiguity, disagreement and
ongoing negotiation about who owes what to whom are thus integral
features of the moral economy of mobile phones.

Companies, consumers and state agents impinge upon each other in ways that
make it difficult to consider one apart from the others. Telecommunications
companies may not operate without state-issued spectrum licences;
consumers cannot operate their mobile phones without registering their
SIM cards, a requirement that states oblige companies to enforce; and
states count on the revenue of taxes and fees collected from companies.
The perspective taken here is thus intended to illuminate how companies,
consumers and state agents both enable and limit each other’s goals.” From
this perspective, the mobile phone appears as a device that allows users to
expand their communicative possibilities; companies to generate profits;
and state agents to deliver long-awaited telecommunications services to
citizens. But users, companies and state agents all must navigate an evolving
series of material, fiscal, political and legal conditions in order to achieve
their aims. Put differently, users, companies and state agents must all sort
and deal with their claims on each other, producing and reproducing in
the process a moral economy of mobile phones. It is this process of sorting

7 Thescope of inquiry in this book is most similar to that of Doron and Jeffrey’s more detailed 7%e Grear
India Phone Book (2013), an excellent historical and anthropological collaboration that examines the roles
of companies, consumers and state agents in making the mobile media landscape in India.
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and dealing and this resultant moral economy, as they took shape in PNG
during the period of Digicel’s operation between 2007 and 2022, that this
book seeks to describe and understand.

Research Background

This book is one outcome of a multi-year research project jointly undertaken
with Professor Heather A Horst of Western Sydney University and funded
primarily by the Australian Research Council (DP140103773). The project,
titled “The Moral and Cultural Economy of Mobile Phones in the Pacific’,
was designed as a comparative study of relations among consumers,
companies and state agents in Fiji (Digicel’s least successful market
worldwide) and PNG (Digicel’s largest Pacific market). Field research began
in 2014 and continued until 2018; during that period, I made eight trips to
PNG either by myself or with Horst, and four trips to Fiji, all with Horst.
Field research involved a mix of historical and ethnographic methods, such
as reading local media accounts of Digicel’s arrival in Fiji and PNG and
interviewing a range of corporate and government officials as well as mobile
phone users (see below). Developments around mobile phones in PNG
since 2018 have been tracked through social media reports, business news
and relevant academic secondary literature. When the project was conceived
in 2012, Horst and I presumed that the object at the centre of our study
would be what we now refer to as a basic or simple (or ‘one-bang’) mobile
phone used principally for making voice calls and sending text messages.
As the project moved forward, it became clear that we needed to attend to
the spread of smartphones and their use by many people as the primary and
often only means for access to the internet (see Chapter 4).

This book builds on research conducted in and on PNG mainly at two
different sites: the national capital of Port Moresby (population about
400,000) and the town of Goroka (population about 25,000), capital of
PNG’s Eastern Highlands Province and a centre for processing and exporting
coffee. However, it is informed by research carried out in Fiji, where Horst
and I were able to interview senior officials associated with Digicel Fiji and
Digicel Pacific who had extensive experience in PNG. Horst took the lead
on research in Fiji, and has presented findings in a number of publications
(see 2018, 2021; Sinanan et al. 2022) and a short documentary video on
parenting in the age of the smartphone (see Horst et al. 2020). I took the lead
on research in PNG, where I have investigated the subjects of nation making
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and globalisation since my doctoral dissertation fieldwork on mortuary
ritual in 1984—-85 (see Foster 1995, 2002, 2008). Research in PNG was
conducted under the auspices of the PNG National Research Institute and
in collaboration with the Department of Anthropology and Sociology at the
University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG) in Port Moresby and the Centre
for Social and Creative Media (CSCM) at the University of Goroka.®

At UPNG, Dir linus digim'Rina helped to recruit research assistants who
interviewed friends, relatives and UPNG students about their mobile phone
use and who also provided insights and observations about their personal
experiences with mobile phones. At CSCM, Dr Verena Thomas facilitated
research by making it possible for our project to sponsor a BA (Honours)
student, Wendy Bai Magea, whose thesis research on the informal economy
of airtime vendors was defined by the focus of the project (Bai Magea
2019). Bai Magea’s thesis research was the basis for a short documentary
film funded by our project and produced by Dr Thomas and other CSCM
staff members, including the film’s director, Dr Jackie Kauli (Thomas et al.
2018). Bai Magea and other research assistants also interviewed a range
of Goroka area residents and university students about mobile phone use
and contributed insights and observations about their own experiences with
mobile phones.

Mixed Methods

Like all anthropologists, I appreciate the method of participant-observation.
Participation in the case of this project involved first of all using a mobile
phone in PNG with a Digicel or bmobile SIM card. This experience allowed
me to learn firsthand the requirements for managing the pay-as-you go or
prepaid subscriptions that most Papua New Guineans purchase in order to
operate their phones.” These requirements included paying close attention
to my account balance and developing a ‘metered mindset’ (Donner 2015)
in addition to purchasing SIM cards at retail outlets and electronic ‘top-up’
(phone credit) and ‘flex cards’ (vouchers) from street vendors (Chapter 3).
Once subscribed to the Digicel network, I received frequent text messages

8 Research in Fiji was coordinated through the School of Government, Development and
International Affairs, Faculty of Business and Economics, University of the South Pacific in Suva. Our
project sponsored the doctoral dissertation research of Lucas Watt (2019, 2020, 2023), which focused
in part on the mobile phone practices of residents of an urban village in the greater Suva area.

9 “The vast majority of mobile customers in PNG have prepaid accounts and the market penetration
of smartphones is growing (22 per cent in 2018)’ (Highet et al. 2019: 21); 76 per cent of mobile
connections in 2018 were prepaid (Highet et al. 2019: 19).
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alerting me to promotions, giveaways and contests—key devices for making
Digicel’s market (Chapter 2). I also received late night calls from unknown
numbers and, in one instance, a lewd text message, thereby introducing
me to the sketchy world of ‘phone friends’ (Andersen 2013; Chapter 5).
I eventually created a Facebook account that allowed me to monitor a range
of pages that promoted discussion of current political doings (Chapter 5)
as well as one page that specialised in voicing complaints about Digicel
(Chapter 4). This account also allowed me to learn how my PNG Facebook
friends addressed topics such as credit requests from family members and
the dangers of fake online identities.

Observations made for this project were often informal and serendipitous.
I was able to observe how people used mobile phones—or not—in public
places, how they shopped for handsets in stores at Vision City (the main
Port Moresby mall), and how store clerks and street vendors interacted
with customers buying phone credit. These sorts of observations could be
made almost anytime and anywhere in Port Moresby or Goroka. Other
observations were organised around particular opportunities and events.
I was able to accompany bank managers on their visits to check on stores
that accepted mobile money and offered mobile banking services. These
visits, one to a large settlement near the airport in Port Moresby and another
to two trade stores in East Goroka, were extremely useful in educating me
about the demanding on-the-ground logistics of digital financial services
(Chapter 6). Such issues were taken up at a workshop that I attended held
at the Grand Papua Hotel in Port Moresby and sponsored by the Pacific
Financial Inclusion Programme, where I met individuals attempting to
implement digital financial services in PNG whom I later interviewed.

Similarly, I was able to attend a program sponsored by the PNG Digicel
Foundation in connection with its signature ‘Men of Honour’ campaign
against violence, especially domestic violence. I also was able to make
two separate visits to sites—one outside Goroka, the other outside Port
Moresby—where the Digicel Foundation had constructed school buildings
as part of its long-running education infrastructure initiative. These
opportunities deepened my understanding of the role of corporate social
responsibility in Digicel PNG’s business operations (Chapter 6).

In addition to participant-observation, diary exercises and semi-structured
interviews generated data about mobile phone use. Approximately
25 interviews were conducted by myself and research assistants in Port
Moresby and Goroka with a range of users: old and young, male and
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female, rural and urban. These interviews often involved a recounting of
all the mobile phones that a user previously owned and operated, including
how the phones were acquired and, in many instances, lost or stolen.
At UPNG, two dozen students kept detailed diaries of their phone use over
a period of 48 hours. These diaries offered insights into how exchanges of
small amounts of credit were a regular feature of romantic relationships
(Chapter 3). Interviews with multiple street vendors in Goroka, three of
which I conducted and the rest of which Bai Magea (2019) conducted,
yielded insights into the habits of mobile phone users as well as information
about the informal economy that grew around mobile phone repair and
maintenance (Chapter 3).

Interviews with mobile users and vendors were supplemented and
complemented by interviews with both corporate and government officials.
Over the course of the project, I interviewed the then current CEOs of
Digicel, bmobile-Vodafone and Telikom, as well as the Telikom CEO at the
time of Digicel’s launch in PNG. I was also able to interview other senior
officials at Digicel PNG who were responsible for marketing, government
relations and mobile money initiatives. In Suva, Horst and I talked with
senior officials connected to Digicel Pacific and Digicel Fiji who were
familiar with Digicel PNG’s operations. In addition, I met with the heads
of EMTV (PNG’s lead public free-to-air television broadcaster) and a
prominent Port Moresby advertising agency to discuss the implications of
media convergence (Chapter 4).

I met several times with officials at the National Information and
Communications Technology Authority of PNG (NICTA) to discuss
topics that included SIM card registration, cybercrime policy and tower-
sharing and universal access provisions. At the Independent Consumer
and Competition Commission (ICCC), PNG’s economic regulator
and consumer watchdog, I met with officials to discuss consumer
complaints about mobile communication services and rates. Meetings
with officials at PNG DataCo Ltd, the state-owned operator of the
National Transmission Network, were helpful in learning about plans
for the country’s telecommunications infrastructure. At the PNG Office
of Censorship, I learned about the government’s concerns over offensive
materials disseminated through online platforms. All of these interviews and
conversations with government and corporate officials were instrumental
in developing an analytical approach that apprehends relations among
consumers, companies and state agents as the unstable substance of a moral
economy.

13
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I drew on my prior experience studying transnational soft drink companies
(Foster 2008) to make regular use of business news and corporate reports
and press releases. This material offers more than just information. Read
as much against as with the grain, these sources suggest insights into how
corporations fashion their public image, project their attractiveness to
investors and represent their moral obligations to stakeholders. Because
Digicel Group Ltd is a privately held company, I was unable to buy shares
and thus attend annual general meetings and receive annual financial reports.
However, I was able to glean financial information about the company from
a filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission submitted as part
of an aborted initial public offering (Digicel Group Ltd 2015).

I similarly made use of articles about mobile communications and the
information and communications technology (ICT) sector more generally
that appeared in the two main PNG newspapers, the Papua New Guinea
Post-Courier and The National. These articles were especially useful in
narrating the controversies surrounding Digicel’s licensing and launch
in 2007 (Chapter 1), a story that has hitherto been told only in bits and
pieces (see Barker n.d.; Duncan 2014; ‘Ofa 2012; Watson 2011). Articles
available online were compiled by Luke Gaspard, a research assistant at
RMIT University, and a series of research assistants at the University of
Rochester. By consulting extremely rare print copies of the Post-Courier and
National held in the library of the PNG National Research Institute, I was
able to view the striking advertisements that were part of Digicel’s initial
aggressive marketing campaign and Telikom’s response to that campaign
(Chapter 2). These advertisements document the massive subsidies on
handsets and the deeply discounted promotional rates for voice calls and
text messages that put mobile communications in reach of many Papua
New Guineans for the first time. The ads also suggest how Digicel created
a recognisable visual culture that for a time saturated the urban landscape
of Port Moresby with red and white logos and brand imagery (cf. Willans
et al. 2022).

In sum, just as this book attempts to decentre the ethnography of mobile use
that is common in other anthropological accounts of mobile phones, it also
attempts to take advantage of data drawn from a variety of primary textual
sources. The book also benefits from the publications of other scholars who
have given due attention to the uptake of mobile phones in PNG, especially
the pioneering dissertation and extensive subsequent reporting of Amanda
Watson (e.g. 2011, 2022; see also Lipset 2013, 2017, 2018).
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Summary of the Book

This history of the mobile phone in PNG is partial in more than one
sense of the word. It is partial first of all because it intends to be neither
a comprehensive political and economic study of the telecommunications
sector nor a thickly described ethnography of mobile phone users or
employees of mobile phone companies. The book, moreover, pays more
attention to Digicel than to its competitors, mainly because of the
company’s outsize role in quickly making and dominating a market for
mobile phone use in PNG in the decade after liberalisation in 2005, during
which rival Bemobile (later bmobile) underwent protracted rebranding and
restructuring of ownership.

Furthermore, the book synthesises and analyses information and data
gathered from a variety of sources and generated by participant-observation
within the terms of a particular conceptual framework. The result is therefore
a selective account of how mobile phones became a familiar part of social
and material life in PNG, with varying effects for the consumers, companies
and state agents linked to each other in a dynamic moral economy.

The result also reflects my own interests in the anthropology of both mobile
phones and corporations. For example, I give close attention to the workings
of prepaid subscriptions, the means by which mobile phone use has spread
through the Global South (Kalba 2008). Digicel surely never claimed that
its mission in PNG or elsewhere was to alleviate poverty, but its use of
affordable pay-as-you-go vouchers in creating a market effectively employed
the strategy of selling goods in small low-priced units that has been adopted
by corporations attempting to reach poor consumers at the ‘bottom of
the pyramid’ (Prahalad 2010; see Chapter 6). Attending to the everyday
complications of managing prepaid subscriptions offers a perspective on
mobile phone use different from that of many accounts based on research
in the Global North, where users often operate on postpaid plans with
unlimited talk, text and data.

Each chapter of the book performs a loose riff on a theme germane to the
contemporary anthropology of mobile phones (e.g. infrastructure and
appropriation) or the anthropology of corporations (e.g. market creation
and corporate social responsibility), thereby making the details of the
technology’s history in PNG relevant to wider multidisciplinary discussions
in media studies. Chapter 1 orients itself to the issue of infrastructure,
a topic that attracted increasing attention across the social sciences and

15
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humanities as this research project unfolded (see Harvey et al. 2016; Horst
2013). I follow the lead of analysts who approach infrastructure with an eye
towards its unruliness and contingency. This unruliness and contingency
is a matter, so to speak, of both the liveliness of non-human things and
the contested relations among human actors who seek to manage or
govern the elements comprising the infrastructural assemblage on which
mobile phone connectivity depends. In PNG, such an approach means
paying equal attention to the physical challenges posed by an unforgiving
topography of rugged mountains and dispersed islands and to the political
challenges posed both by the strength of customary landowners to negotiate
rents for cell towers and by the weakness of the national state to regulate
the business operations of a foreign corporation and the agendas of more
powerful international and multilateral actors.

In Chapter 2, Michel Callon’s (2021) economic sociology provides a
touchstone for briefly considering some of the ways in which Digicel made
a market for its goods in PNG. Callon urges us to pay attention to the
array of devices that orchestrate or frame encounters among goods, buyers
and sellers—from matching algorithms to trade shows and window displays
to advertisements and brochures. I focus on two devices: promotions and
sponsorships. These devices not only capture attention by awakening
curiosity and desire, but also facilitate attachments of buyers to goods by
which things and persons become entangled or ‘reciprocally constitutive
of one another’ (Callon 2021: 59). In the years following Digicel’s arrival
in PNG, such entanglements frequently materialised as string bags
(bilums) in which people carried money, betel nut, mobile phones and other
personal items. These string bags were netted with red and white fibres
that formed Digicel slogans such as ‘Expect More, Get More” or words of
affection such as ‘I Love Digicel — Best-Service’. Such affection is manifest
in the letter that JY Bro sent to the Post-Courier, published 9 May 2008

under the heading ‘Digicel “with the people™: ‘Heartfelt thanks to Digicel
for you have reached deeper into the most remotest [sic] areas of PNG and

saved lives, including my mum’ (quoted in Watson 2011: 49).

Chapter 3 considers the practice of appropriation—that is, of how users
not only adopt but also transform new technologies, often putting these
technologies in the service of unanticipated purposes and generating
equally unanticipated consequences. But rather than simply celebrate such
appropriation as evidence of human creativity, I follow Francois Bar et al.
(2016) in regarding appropriation as one moment in a technology cycle
that includes ‘repossession’, the appropriation of users’ appropriations by
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the provider of the technology. The technology cycle connects users and
providers—or consumers and companies—in an ongoing negotiation for
control. Mobile phone users, for example, attempt to evade the constraints
put on them by the corporate terms and conditions that apply to prepaid
subscriptions; companies respond, in turn, to these evasive tactics with new
constraints. Attending to these cycles of response and counter-response
saves us from assuming that all market devices accomplish the aims of their
designers and compels us to respect the insights offered by an ethnographic
perspective on mobile phone use. It is precisely this ethnographic perspective
that allows us to understand how in PNG the appropriation of mobile
technology has been conditioned by prevailing conventions about the moral
obligations associated with giving and receiving gifts.

Chapter 3 extends the discussion of making markets by looking at another
device, the scratch-off voucher or ‘flex card’, and the market activities
through which flex cards circulate. I argue that while indications of mobile
phones stimulating entrepreneurial activity in PNG are faint at best, there is
distinct evidence of the economic impact of mobile phones in the form of an
informal economy centred on the buying and selling of prepaid credit and
the maintenance of handsets. This informal economy, much like the various
practices through which prepaid credit circulates, reveals how the different
logics of commodity transaction and gift exchange become interwoven
without one able to incorporate the other completely. The future of this
informal economy is highly uncertain, however, as smartphones render the
use of flex cards unnecessary by making online purchases of credit more
convenient. Street vendors of flex cards and ‘top-up’, credit sent from
the vendor’s phone directly to the user’s phone, understandably wonder
if Digicel is repossessing the tools of their trade.

The spread of smartphones in PNG, especially in urban settings, meant that
the mobile device was becoming in effect a hand-held computer. It also meant
that telecommunications companies like Digicel were becoming something
else—namely, internet service providers (ISPs) and entertainment and news
companies. Chapter 4 examines these two different trends through the lens
of media convergence, specifically, the economic and cultural dimensions of
media convergence. Economic convergence resulted in Digicel’s launch
of a free-to-browse news service for network users and a prepaid digital
television service that includes access to a free channel, TV WAN. Both the
news service and TV WAN transformed Digicel into a content provider at
the same time that the affordances of smartphones enabled users to become
‘prosumers’ or consumers who are also producers.
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While prosumers could enjoy the freedom of creating their own customised
online content—in the form of curated Facebook pages, for instance—they
could never fully escape the constraint of having to pay a toll to their ISP
in order to access the content they created. In other words, the conjuncture
of economic and cultural media convergence underwrote a new business
model in which not only social media companies (like Facebook) but
also telecommunications companies (like Digicel) could generate revenue
from prosumption, the latter by charging rent to network users for the
opportunity to consume content that the users themselves had produced
(see Foster 2007, 2011). This development pushed the power dynamics of
appropriation—the struggle between consumers and companies for control
over the technology cycle—into a new phase.

Chapter 5 treats the mobile phone as an instance of ‘disruptive technology’,
but not in the primary business sense of Bower and Christensen’s (1995)
original formulation of the term (see Curwen et al. 2019). I instead
consider how mobile phones entrained the disruption of a large variety
of trust relations, relations that produce and are produced by the moral
economy of mobile phones. These disruptions do, of course, have business
implications. For example, trust relations between consumers and companies
were upset by the advent of smartphones, as consumers questioned the
accuracy and reliability with which companies like Digicel kept track of
data usage (see Chapter 4). But disruptions entrained by mobile phones
also affected trust relations between consumers and other consumers
(that is, interpersonal relations) and trust relations between consumers
(or consumer-citizens) and state agents. With regard to interpersonal
relations, the kind of intimate and private one-to-one communication
afforded by mobile phones disrupted social conventions about who could
speak where, when and to whom. The impact of this disruption upset, in
particular, trust relations between husbands and wives, as mobile phones
in PNG like elsewhere came to symbolise the threat of extramarital affairs.

Disruption, however, was not confined to the domestic sphere.
Smartphones, as the means of access to the internet, brought mistrust of
state agents and agencies on the part of consumer-citizens into the public
light of blogs and social media accounts. The affordances of smartphones
made it easier to circulate and publicise criticisms of government policies
and government officials, promising a new era of transparency and an end
to official corruption. These criticisms in turn aroused the concern of their
targets, state agents who responded with ICT regulations that some citizens
interpreted as a constraint on their right to free speech and public expression.
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Maintenance of trust and goodwill on the part of consumers is an important
consideration for all business enterprises, and Digicel was no exception.
In PNG, the company’s main vehicle for generating trust and goodwill
was the Digicel Foundation, a non-profit charitable organisation founded,
according to the patron’s message from Denis O’Brien:

on the simple premise that wherever Digicel grows, our communities
must grow with us; and this principle continues to fuel our ethos of
giving back to our communities across the region. (O’Brien n.d.)

The Digicel Foundation isan exercise in corporate social responsibility (CSR),
the topic of Chapter 6. My interest in CSR and the Digicel Foundation,
specifically, is not to criticise the company’s initiatives as somehow insincere
or cynical—a kind of virtue signalling that doubles as covert marketing.
On the contrary, Digicel’s philanthropy delivered needed essential goods
and services in the areas of health and education across PNG—goods and
services of the kind that most people in the Global North expect as citizens
to receive from the state. Accordingly, Digicel's CSR programs furnish
useful examples for a discussion of ‘post-political governance’ (Garsten and
Jacobsson 2007), a form of collaboration that promises to align the interests
of corporations (and non-government and civil society organisations), on
the one hand, and state agencies, on the other. Post-political governance
blurs the boundaries between corporations and states, with the result that
‘the people’ make claims for basic goods and services in their capacity as
consumers as much as in their capacity as citizens.

In a brief conclusion, I keep the question of citizenship in view by briefly
returning to the matter of infrastructure with which the book begins.
Infrastructural citizenship, a term and idea developed in the writings of
urban geographer Charlotte Lemanski (e.g. 2018, 2022), refers to how
everyday access to and use of infrastructure indicate and enact one’s status
as a citizen. It is often the case, for example, that people with restricted
citizenship rights (immigrants and slum-dwellers) experience limited
access to public infrastructure and sometimes use infrastructure as a tool of
protest, as in blocking roads or bypassing metering devices. Infrastructure
thus materialises the relationship between states and marginalised citizens
in the mundane form of frequent power failures, gaping potholes and
unclean water.

The entry of Digicel into PNG’s liberalised mobile telecommunications
sector was predicated upon the manifest incapacity of the state, in the form
of the state-owned monopoly provider Telikom, to meet its responsibilities
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for service provision to all citizens. Digicel’s immediate initial success in
rolling out its network highlighted the state’s incapacity and materialised
a relationship between consumers and the company that—although the
direct consequence of the state’s action to liberalise the industry—promised
to deliver what the state could not, namely, the semblance at least of
inclusive infrastructural citizenship. But this promise has been challenged
by subsequent developments in mobile communications, including
the shift from telephony to data use, that have widened a digital divide
between urban and rural areas and between more affluent and less affluent
consumer-citizens. The future of infrastructural citizenship in PNG,
specifically with regard to telecommunications services, is if not foreclosed
then certainly uncertain.

The year 2022 marked a watershed moment in the history of
telecommunications in PNG. Telstra’s acquisition of Digicel Pacific was in
the eyes of many observers motivated by geopolitical concerns about the
growing influence of China in the region. The departure of Digicel, moreover,
coincided with the arrival not only of Telstra, but also of Vodafone PNG,
the subsidiary of a Fiji-based company that never surrendered its control
of the Fijian mobile market to its upstart rival Digicel. This new moment
raises new questions, ones that will likely preoccupy future research and
writing on the mobile phone in PNG. Will Telstra and Vodafone PNG be
able to narrow the digital divides in PNG and make good on the promise
of infrastructural citizenship? How will the geopolitical agendas of Australia
and its allies, including the US, on the one hand, and China, on the other,
shape the mediascape of PNG and the Pacific region? In what directions
will the moral economy of mobile phones continue to evolve, redefining
relations among consumers, companies and state agents?



This text is taken from Uneven Connections: A Partial History of the Mobile
Phone in Papua New Guinea, by Robert ]. Foster, published 2024 by
ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.



