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Suddenly, almost everyone in England has a mobile phone, but because this is
new, unfamiliar technology, there are no set rules of etiquette governing when,

how and in what manner these phones should be used. We are having to

‘make up' and adjust these rules as we go along— a fascinating process to
watch and, for a social scientist, very exciting, as orie does not often get the
opportunity to study the formation of a new set of unwritten social rules.

For example: I have found that most English people, if asked, agree that
talking loudly about tedious business or domestic matters on one’s mobile while
on a train is rude and inconsiderate. Yet a significant minority of people still
do_this, and while their fellow passengers may sigh and roll their eyes, they

<2)very rarely challenge the offenders directly — as this would involve breaking
other, well-established English rules and inhibitions about talking to strangers,
making a scene or drawing attention to oneself. The offenders, despite much
public discussion of this problem, seem unaware of the effects of their
behaviour.

How will this apparent problem be resolved? There are some early signs

(3)
of emerging rules regarding mobile-phone use in public places, and it looks as

though loud ‘I'm on a train’ conversations — or mobiles ringing in cinemas and

theatres — may eventually become as unacceptable as queue jumping, but we

cannot yet be certain, particularly given English inhibitions about confronting
offenders. Inappropriate mobile-phone ﬁe on trains and in other public places
is at least a social issue of which everyone is now aware. But there are other
aspects of ‘emerging’ mobile-phone etiquette that are even less clear.

There are, for example, as yet no agreed rules of etiquette on the use of
mobile phones during business meetings. Do you switch your phone off,
discreetly, before entering the meeting? Or do you take your phone out and
make a big show of switching it off, as a gesture conveying the message ‘See
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how important you are: I am switching off my phone for you’? Then do you
place your switched-off phone on the table as a reminder of your courtesy and
your client’s or colleague’s status? If you keep it switched on, do you do so
openly or leave it in your briefcase?. Do you take calls during the meeting? My
preliminary observations indicate that lower-ranking English executives tend to
be less courteous, attempting to show their own importance by keeping phones
on and taking calls during meetings, while high-ranking people with nothing to
prove tend to be more considerate. ©
I have also noticed that many women now use their mobiles as ‘barrier
()
signals’ when on their own in coffee bars and other public places, as an
alternative to the traditional use of a newspaper or magazine to signal
unavailability and mark personal ‘territory’. Even when not in use, the mobile
placed on the table acts as an effective symbolic bodyguard, a protector
against unwanted social contact: women will touch the phone or pick it up
when a stranger approaches. One woman explained: ‘You just feel safer if it's
there —just on the table, next to your hand ... Actually it’s better than a
newspaper because it’s real people — I mean, there are real people in there you
could call or send a message if you wanted, you know’? The idea of a network

)
of friends and family being ‘inside’ the mobile phone means that even just

touching or holding the phone gives a sense of being protected — and sends a

signal to others that one is not alone and vulnerable.
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One day in the fall of 1906, the British scientist Francis Galton left his home in
the town of Plymouth and headed for a country fair. Galton was eighty-five
years old and beginning to feel his age, but he was still full of the curiosity
that had won him renown — and criticism — for his work on statistics and the
science of heredity. And on that particular day, what Galton was curious about
was livestock.

Galton visited the annual West of England Fat Stock and Poultry
Exhibition, a regional fair where the local farmers and townspeople gathered to
evaluate the quality of each other’s cattle, sheep, chicken, horses, and pigs.
Wandering through rows of stalls examining workhorses and prize pigs may
seem to have been a strange way for a scientist (especially an elderly one) to
spend an afternoon, but there was a certain logic to it. Galton was a man
interested in two things: the measu(rle):ment of physical and mental qualities, and
breeding. And after all, a livestock show exhibits the effects of good and bad
breeding, he thought.

Breeding mattered to Galton because he believed that only a very few
people had the characteristics necessary to keep societies healthy. He had
devoted much of his career to measuring those characteristics, in fact, in order
to prove that the vast majority of people did not have them.

As he walked through the exhibition that dz(izyz, Galton came across a

@3
weight-judging competition. A fat ox had been selected and placed on display,

and members of a gathering crowd were lining up to place bets on the weight
of the ox (or rather, they were placing bets on what the weight of the ox
would be after it had been killed and prepared). For just a small amount of
money, you could buy a stamped and numbered ticket, where you filled in your
name, your address, and your estimate. The best guesses would receive
prizes.
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Eight hundred people tried their luck. They were a mixed group. Many of
them were butchers and farmers, who were presumably expert at judging the
weight of livestock, but there were also quite a few people who had, as it were,
no insider knowledge of cattle. “Many non-experts competed,” Galton wrote
later in a scientific journal, “like those clerks and others who have no expert
knowledge of horses, but who bet on races, guided by newspapers, friends, and
their own fancies.” The analogy to a democracy, in which people of radically

@)
different abilities and interests each get one vote, had suggested itself to

Galton immediately. “The average competitor was probably as well fitted for
making a just estimate of the weight of the prepared ox, as an average voter is
for judging the merits of most political issues on which he votes,” he wrote.
Galton was interested in figuring out what the “average voter” was
capable of because he wanted to prove that the average voter was capable of
very little. So he turned the competition into an experiment. When the contest
was over and the prizes had been awarded, Galton borrowed the tickets from
the organizers and ran a series of statistical tests on them. Galton arranged
the guesses (which totaled 787 in all, after he had to throw away thirteen
because they were unreadable) in order from highest to lowest and graphed
them to see if the curve would be in the shape of a bell. Then, among other

things, he added all the contestants' estimates, and calculated the average of

the group’s guesses. That number represented, you could say, the collective
5)

wisdom of the crowd. If the crowd were a single person, that was how much it

would have guessed the ox weighed.

Galton undoubtedly thought that the average guess of the group would be
completely wrong. After all, mix a few very smart people with some ordinary
people and a lot of stupid people, and it seems likely you'd end up with a stupid
answer. But Galton was wrong. The crowd had guessed that the ox, after it
had been killed and prepared, would weigh 1, 197 pounds. After it had been
killed and prepared, the ox weighed 1, 198 pounds. In other words, the crowd’s
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judgment was essentially perfect. Perhaps breeding does not mean so much

after all, he thought. Galton wrote later: “The result seems to indicate the

trustworthiness of a democratic judgment.”
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