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Goal:	  	  

How cell phone use reflects and influences the social / economic 
reality of  low income populations 

RQ: 
(1) How do favela residents appropriate cell phones? 
(2) How do cell phones work as social organization tools in the favela?  
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Similarities to other developing countries:	  	  

- 90% of  cell phones are pre-paid 
- Practices of  “beeping” 
- Missing landline infrastructure in slums 

- “sharing of  cell phones” 

Differences: Extremely unequal income distribution 

- 157 million cell phones in the country (as of  May 2009),  
-  5th largest country worldwide in numbers of  cell phones  
-  82% cell phone penetration rate.  

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

A)  WITH DIFFICULTY  
Literacy 

“There are codes that we, normal citizens, cannot decipher, do you understand? 
How is it charged? How much is a minute? How much does a call cost?  

How do you call?” 

“I think that cell phone software is very complicated. The technology is relatively 
easy, but it is very complex for the average person —even to use the 

voicemail…” 

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

A)  WITH DIFFICULTY  
Financial: 

“The major problem is to have money to buy credits and put on the phone.” 

“They give you the cell phone, Internet, camera, everything. But you go and take 
the pictures and then you are like a clown, because poor people don’t have the 

money to download the pictures to a computer.” 

“Used is cheap, but we never have the amount that they ask for it.” 

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

A)  WITH DIFFICULTY  
Social 

“I am even afraid even of  answering my phone on the streets, with fear of  being 
robbed.” 

“Even if  the cell phone just rings, somebody might follow you after you get out of  
the bus and take it. Then, if  the device is good, he will sell it in the favela. But if  it 

is a cheap cell phone, he will give it to the kids as a toy”. 

“I then waited 10 minutes and though: ‘If  anybody calls within 10 minutes, I will 
return the phone; if  not, I will turn it off.’ Nobody called and I turned it off. Then I 
bought another SIM card and gave the phone as a present to my brother. It was a 

brand new phone!” 
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RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

CONSEQUENCES…. 
                      …THE PARALLEL MARKET 

    (DIRETÃO, CLONES AND PAI-DE-SANTO)  

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

B) “THE PARALLEL MARKET” 
Diretão 

“Yes, I already had one (laughs). It’s a cell phone that you can call anybody, 
anywhere. […] I won’t tell you where you can get one, because I can be 

arrested…” 

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

B) “THE PARALLEL MARKET” 
Clones 

“I was there in Manguinhos, I had a friend who had two cell phones and both were 
cloned. One was kept with her, and the other one with her sister. How she cloned 

it, I don’t know.” 

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

B) “THE PARALLEL MARKET” 
Pai-de-Santo 

“No, sometimes we don’t even make calls, we only receive them. We put credits 
only when we have money. Often we just receive.” 

“I don’t say anything; I just dial the number, and let it ring, so he can see it is my 
cell phone”  

RQ 1: How do low-income people appropriate mobiles? 

C) WITH AMBIVALENCE 
Necessity 

“Today we see how difficult it is for people who can’t afford a cell phone, or a 
landline to make a call, because there is almost no public pay phone in the 

community left.” 

RQ 2: How does the cell phone work as a social organization tool? 

A) FASHIONABLY 

“She gave him that big ugly brick and he doesn’t use it. He wants a cell phone, 
but a cute cell phone.” 

“It’s from Motorola, they have it in pink, in many colors. If  you have it, people 
think you are in better financial conditions. If  you have the big brick, people even 

mock you.” 
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RQ 2: How does the cell phone work as a social organization tool? 

B) RELATIONALLY 

“It makes it easier for people to find us, because of  the type of  job that we do… 
At that time, I was often on the streets…” 

“Sometimes you are at school, and there are shootings, and then your mom calls 
you and says, “Do not come up, because there is shooting.” 

“The girl who lives upstairs, her husband is in prison, and frequently the pay 
phone rings, because he calls to talk, to know everything that is happening 

there.” 

RQ 2: How does the cell phone work as a social organization tool? 

C) MATERIALLY 

“I share it with my brother and my sister-in-law. As I don’t have a cell phone, his 
mother calls my cell to speak to him. And my aunt calls from my cell phone as 

well.” 

“Ah, my cell phone passes around on everybody’s hands, because I don’t have a 
charger. So I give it to the neighbor to charge it for me, and to my brother from 

time to time. This week “I’ve seen a picture from L. on the cell phone. So I 
thought: ‘Wow, he probably got my phone, there is a naked person in the cell 

phone… he must have gotten it.’ Should I complain with him?” 

Conclusions: 

Cell phone use mirrors existing social practices: 
- Appropriation of  utilities 
- Black market 
- Cell phone theft / exchange for drugs 
- Extension of  drug dealer’s power 

Conclusions: 

(1) we cannot address cell phone use among low income communities 
without framing cell phone practices within the complex power 
dynamics that tie these communities to high income populations and 
the “parallel power”;  

(2) Instead of  “bridging the digital divide”, cell phone use in Brazil 
mostly supports an existing social structure built upon those power 
relations.  

Conclusions: 

Lessons: 
Discourses surrounding people’s (and, particularly the so-called 
developing world) access to technology should refocus instead on 
their relationship to technology.  

Access/no access  Relationship 


