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Summary
In the past decades, migration and translocal forms of living, including the spatial separa-
tion of households and families, have become everyday reality for almost a billion people. 
At the same time, mobile information and communication technologies, and especially 
mobile phones, have spread rapidly and are now accessible for many, even in poorer con-
texts in the Global South. The article combines practice-theory with approaches from me-
dia studies to examine how these two large themes intersect. It shows how the adoption of 
mobile phones by rural-to-urban labour migrants in Bangladesh is changing their trans-
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local social practices, discusses key reasons for these changes, and their implications for 
translocal livelihoods and lives.

Keywords: 	Translocality, migration, mediatisation, mobile phone, social practices, Glob-
al South, Bangladesh

Zusammenfassung

Multiple Dimensionen mediatisierter translokaler sozialer 
Praktiken. Eine Fallstudie über Binnenmigranten in Bangladesch
Migration und translokale Lebensformen, einschließlich der räumlichen Trennung von 
Haushalten und Familien, sind in den vergangenen Jahrzehnten für fast eine Milliarde 
Menschen alltägliche Realität geworden. Gleichzeitig haben sich mobile Informations- 
und Kommunikationstechnologien, insbesondere Mobiltelefone, rasch verbreitet und sind 
heute für viele Menschen auch in ärmeren Kontexten im Globalen Süden zugänglich. Der 
Artikel verbindet Praxis-Theorie mit medienwissenschaftlichen Ansätzen, um zu untersu-
chen, wie sich diese beiden großen Themen überschneiden. Wir zeigen, wie die Einführung 
von Mobiltelefonen durch Arbeitsmigranten vom Land in die Stadt in Bangladesch deren 
translokale soziale Praktiken verändert und diskutieren die Hauptgründe für diese Ver-
änderungen sowie ihre Auswirkungen auf die translokalen Lebensgrundlagen.

Schlagwörter:	 Translokalität, Migration, Mediatisierung, Mobiltelefon, soziale Prakti-
ken, Globaler Süden, Bangladesch

1	 Introduction

While there is a considerable body of research on the mediatisation of various social prac-
tices of international migrants, especially from the Global South in the Global North (for 
example Madianou and Miller 2011; Chib et al. 2014 on mobile phone parenting of 
Filipina overseas workers; or Siegel and Fransen 2013; Nyanhete 2017 on international 
remittances), there is much less research on these processes at the scale of domestic mi-
gration in the Global South (with some exceptions, for example on the role of information 
and communication technologies for migrant family life in China, e.g. Lam 2013). This is 
surprising because of two reasons: on the one hand, for many millions of domestic labour 
migrants and their families, who outnumber international migrants by far, the instant and 
distant connectivity that mobile phones afford, can be considered a game changer for 
their daily lives and wellbeing. And on the other hand, mobile communication technology 
has become affordable and widespread (with an average penetration rate of 108 percent 
globally, and 104 percent in developing countries in 2019; cf. ITU 2020). Thus, also less 
wealthy and educated groups have access to and are using mobile phones and increasingly, 
but still to a lesser extent, also broadband and internet. 

This article addresses the intersections between mediatisation and translocality (Grei­
ner and Sakdapolrak 2013) and contributes to the literature on mediatised translocal prac-
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tices. We follow Couldry and Hepp (2013) in their definition of mediatisation as processes 
of interrelated changes of media and communication on the one hand, and culture and so-
ciety on the other; they distinguish two strands of research within mediatisation research, 
one institutional-systemic, and one more social-constructivist – of which we see ourselves 
in the latter. Our main objective here is to show how mobile phone usage facilitates and at 
the same time changes translocal practices between domestic migrants and those left behind. 
The article adopts a social practice approach and focuses on mundane everyday practices 
and strategies. It is based on multi-sited empirical research, carried out over a period of 
six months in total, between 2011 and 2013, in two villages in Northern Bangladesh and 
in Dhaka. Although there has been further and stark increase in the proliferation of mobile 
phones, the mechanisms how and why the uptake of mobile phones lead to specific changes 
in translocal practices can be explored and explicated well with these data.

The mediatised translocal practices of domestic migrants will be exemplified for the 
case of Bangladesh, where – like in many other countries – migration as well as the medi-
atisation of communication are two processes that are important for millions of peoples’ 
lives, as almost 10 percent of the population are domestic migrants (13.5 million out of 
143 million inhabitants 2010; BBS 2015). Most of these migrants originate in what can be 
characterised as poor rural contexts, and have as destinations the urban centres, pursuing 
income opportunities in formal and informal employment and economic activities. Mi-
grants and their households at the places of origin remain highly connected, both social-
ly and economically, and this creates a dense network of translocal social constellations 
between places and people. But Bangladesh has also seen a tremendous rise in access to 
mobile communication: Although not being closed altogether, the digital gap, for at least 
basic voice and text message connectivity, has decreased significantly especially between 
2000 and 2015 (from 0.22 subscriptions per 100 inhabitants to 84.1; ITU 2020). Thus, for 
millions of migrants and their family members at places of origin, a dramatic change of 
connectivity has occurred in a relatively short time. 

In the following section, we will first provide a brief overview on the research on 
mobile communication and mediatisation of translocal practices that the article is em-
bedded in. The following section highlights the key concepts and the methodology used 
in the research process, as well as a short description of the research sites. In section 5, 
the empirics part, we systematise essential mobile phone usage practices in the translocal 
domain, and in the following parts, we interpret the mediatisation of these practices and 
what that means for the translocal lives of migrants.

2	 Mediatised translocal practices – a brief overview

There is a substantial research and literature body on information and communication 
technologies (ICT) and mobile phone usage of migrants, with a variety of disciplinary 
backgrounds. Interestingly, although the topic is relevant for Geography, there are only 
few contributions from Geographers here. In the following, we will cover two aspects: 
the mobile phone usage of migrants in general, and the role of mobile communication for 
translocal lifeworlds.
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Literature on mobile phone usage by migrants in general includes a range of topics, 
among them: the role of mobile phone usage for the integration and acculturation of mi-
grants at places of destination (e.g. Coles-Kemp et al. 2018; Gordano Peile and Ros Hí-
jar 2016; Johnson 2013); the role of mobile phones and ICT for migrants to facilitate and 
navigate their daily lives at places of destination (e.g. Harney 2013; Kaufmann 2018); 
migrants’ mobile phone appropriation and adoption (e.g. Aricat et al. 2015; de Bruijn et 
al. 2010); the usage of mobile communication by migrants for self-organisation and polit-
ical activism (e.g. Peng and Choi 2013; Qiu 2014), as well as the diaspora organisation at 
places of destination (e.g. Lopez 2017; Barber 2008).

For our focus in this article more important, there is also a growing body of literature 
which addresses the importance of mobile communication for translocal and transnation-
al connectivity, exchange and practices (Vertovec 2009). These include for example the 
role of ICT and mobile communication for migration decision making, and for manag-
ing the process of migration: Kirwin and Anderson (2018) and Frouws and Brenner 
(2019) for example find that West African migrants to Europe use social networks and ICT 
to carefully plan their migration routes. Boas (2020) shows how rural dwellers of coastal 
Bangladesh use mobile communication to stabilise translocal networks and thus facilitate 
domestic mobility as a disaster response strategy. A specific type of research deals with 
refugees and how they use mobile communication, for example to organise their trajec-
tories and journeys (Schaub 2012 on mobile phone use by migrants crossing the Sahara 
desert; Zijlstra and van Liempt 2017 on the role of mobile technology for decision mak-
ing on destinations, routes and for financing the journey of irregular migrants; or Dekker 
et al. 2018 on the role of social media for destination decision making by Syrian asylum 
seekers). 

As remittance sending is one of the most important translocal practices (Ratha 2003), 
it is not surprising that there is also research on the effects of mobile communication on 
various aspects: on the changing expectations of remittances (for example Tazanu 2015 
on increasing pressure on Cameroonian migrants in Germany to remit), on the volume, 
frequency, and diversity of remittance flows (see Alampay and Moshi 2018 for a compre-
hensive review on that) and of course the role of mobile banking (e.g. Kikulwe et al. 2014 
on the effects of mobile money transfers on livelihoods in Kenya and Sekabira and Qaim 
2017 in Uganda; Kusimba et al. 2016 and Ojong 2016 on the relation between mobile 
transfers and social networks in Kenya and Cameroon, respectively). 

Another important research field covers the role of mobile communication for the man-
agement of migrants’ family affairs and relations (e.g. Ahlin 2020 on frequent calling as 
enacting good care within transnational Indian families; Cuban 2014 on joint and distant 
learning practices in transnational families; Madianou 2016 on ‘ambient co‐presence’, 
the pervasive and constant digital connectedness of UK-Filipino families; or Porter et 
al. 2018 on how migrants and their families in Africa manage relational and emotional 
proximity). A subset of this topos deals specifically with remote or mobile parenting, with 
a notable cluster of literature on international (women) migrants from the Philippines 
and how they employ ICT to maintain their motherhood at a distance (e.g. Cabanes and 
Acedera 2012; Madianou 2012; Chib et al. 2014), and on similar issues among domestic 
migrants in China (Liu and Leung 2017; To 2018). 
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Thus, while there is considerable scholarly work on mediatised practices of migrants 
in general, there is less so on the mediatisation of specifically translocal practices, and 
the literature on that seems rather focused on single specific aspects, such as remittances, 
family relations or parenting. What is less present is a more encompassing perspective that 
captures the diversity of interactions, transactions and mobilities that characterise translo-
cal practices and everyday life. This paper aims at taking such a wider look at the range of 
translocal practices that are relevant for the lives of rural-to-urban migrants in Bangladesh. 
Although translocal practices of international and domestic migrants do not differ neces-
sarily to a large extent, the mediatised translocal practices of domestic migrants receive 
far less attention, thus we see an important contribution here.

3	 Concepts, methods, research sites

In the following, we will introduce the key concepts and theoretical embedding, the gen-
eral research approach, and the employed methods, and briefly describe the research sites 
in Bangladesh.

Concepts

The key concepts used in this study are social practices, translocality, affordances and 
constraints. Social practices are here understood as socially structured, routinised actions, 
including thinking and understanding, communicating, moving, using the body, objects 
and technology (see also Reckwitz 2002). We understand practices and structure as mu-
tually co-constitutive and as dialectically intertwined: practices are conditioned – enabled, 
but also constrained – by structure (e.g. norms, understandings, positionalities, resources), 
and structure is being (re-)produced and changed over time through practices and action 
(Giddens 1984; Bork-Hüffer et al. 2016).

Translocality denotes the connection of people and places through structures and prac-
tices across distances, linking both mobile (migrants) and non-mobile (families of mi-
grants in their home location) populations (Brickell and Datta 2011). It is along such 
translocal relations, grounded in imaginations and aspirations, attachments and notions of 
belonging, that translocal flows of people, finances, knowledge and goods are built and 
maintained. Livelihoods comprise the capabilities, the social and material resources, and 
the activities (practices and strategies) necessary for a means of living (Chambers and 
Conway 1992). Translocal livelihoods are then, at least to a certain extent, relying on 
translocal exchange relations and practices. They are building on the mutual support of 
household parts at places of origin and destination in everyday life, and, through spatial 
and sectoral diversification, also in situations of crisis and localised resource shortfalls 
(Sakdapolrak et al. 2016).

The concept of affordances in its original version (Gibson 1979) refers to the prop-
erties of objects of offering possibilities for action: a table, for example, with its normal 
height, offers the possibility to humans of placing something on it. In communication stud-
ies, the concept was further developed and refers to properties of the relationship between 
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humans and technology. These properties thus do neither result from inherent (technical or 
material) properties of technology, nor from the cultural construction of technology alone, 
but are emergent properties that arise from the interaction between technology and users 
(Hutchby 2001). As such, affordances are both the product of the application and usage 
of technology, and at the same time they condition its usage, and are thus a conditioning 
frame for how users perceive and use technology. A classic example in the field of mobile 
communication is the use of the backlit screen as a source of light, or that for poorer peo-
ple mobile phones also represent a kind of investment, which can be sold in a situation of 
financial distress, in order to be able to make urgent expenditures. 

In the context of this study, we draw upon Schrock’s (2015) typology of communica-
tion affordances of mobile media, and on Wellman’s (2001) differentiation of communica-
tive situations (door-to-door, place-to-place, person-to-person) and distinguish three types 
of communicative affordances of mobile phones: first translocality and synchronicity, refer-
ring to the ability to communicate over distances and without temporal delay; although not 
unique to mobile phones, we include it with a focus on synchronicity here, because for most 
of the persons interviewed, the mobile phone was and is the first means of mediated commu-
nication. Second, individuality, denoting the ability to communicate from person-to-person, 
and with the possibility to identify the calling and the called person individually. Third, 
and most defining for mobile communication, portability, referring to the ability to car-
ry the phone on the body and to communicate from any given place, and, linked through 
space-time-trajectories, also at any given time, even while mobile and moving.

From this perspective, humans do use mobile phones, because this allows them to over-
come constraints that they are subject to. Giddens (1984) differentiates between three types 
of constraints: i) material constraints, related to the corporeal nature of the human body and 
its limitations for communicating over distance, through walls and to the fact that we are 
bound to certain time-space trajectories; ii) normative constraints, in the form of the social 
norms, rules and expectations that regulate and limit action and practices in everyday life, for 
example the engagement in romantic relationships; iii) structural constraints, for example 
the inequalities in resource allocation, power imbalances or the underlying structural reasons 
for labour migration, such as rural poverty and industrial labour available in urban centres.

Research design and applied methods

In order to reduce an analytical bias that could result from simply applying “Western” con-
cepts to non-western lifeworlds, the analytical procedure combined inductive and phenom-
enological with deductive and more theory-driven research phases and approaches. The 
first phase consisted of a literature research on the topic of mediatisation and translocal 
livelihoods, a first exploratory field visit, observations, informal talks and expert consul-
tations, and the establishment of the research design. In the second phase, 70 semi-struc-
tured interviews, two focus group discussions as well as observations were conducted with 
rural-to-urban migrants in Dhaka, and with rural dwellers in two selected villages in the 
Northern province of Rangpur, applying a multi-sited, translocal research design (Marcus 
1995). Interviews were conducted in Bangla language by the first author together with a 
translator. In the interviews, informants were, among others, asked to describe how they 
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used mobile phones and what these meant for their lives as migrants and as families at the 
places of origin. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and translated into English.

In the third phase, we inductively derived a typology of mobile phone usage practices 
from the interviews. For the delineation of the types, we followed the logic of Goffman’s 
(1986, p. 8) question characterising interactional situations: “[w]hat is it that’s going on 
here?” Situations of mobile phone uses described in the interviews were thus clustered ac-
cording to everyday interaction situations and contexts that are meaningful regarding the 
lifeworld of migrants and their rural household members. The typology was built up itera-
tively, adding new types until all interaction situations could be assigned to one of them and 
no new categories were necessary. This process involved close consultations with transla-
tors and experts in Bangladesh and resulted in eleven types of translocal mobile phone usage 
practices that are presented in the next section.

In the fourth phase, we analysed the interactional situations of these eleven types of 
practices with the framework of communicative affordances, constraints and translocal live-
lihoods. We thereby interpreted the mediatisation of translocal practices as a consequence 
of the way how migrants and their rural households draw on communicative affordances of 
mobile phones in order to overcome the various constraints that they face.

Research sites

Corresponding to the subject of the study, the research sites comprise both rural places of 
origin, as well as urban places of destination. For the rural sites, two villages in the District 
of Rangpur were selected. They are located approximately 300 km North of Dhaka, about 
10 km East of the main road, corresponding to roughly 8–10 hours of travel time to Dhaka 
under normal traffic conditions. The distance from the villages to the nearest market town 
with some services and schools is about 2 km and 4 km, respectively, and the distance to 
the nearest larger town, Pirganj, with governmental services, banks and high schools is 
about 5 km. At the time of the field research one of the villages was connected to the elec-
tric grid, the other not; none of the interviewed households had access to tap water, but all 
relied on deep bore wells and filter systems instead. The most important livelihood source 
in the villages was small scale farming of paddy rice and vegetables, some cattle and 
chicken farming, and some small businesses (e.g. tea stalls). The majority of households 
surveyed were receiving remittances from migrants in urban areas or abroad.

In the region of Dhaka, migrants were visited at their places of residence and work, 
mostly informal settlements, in the Southwest and Northwest of the city, but also in indus-
trial development areas northwest of Dhaka, in Savar and Ashulia. Most of the interviewed 
migrants were garment workers, rickshaw pullers, day labourers, construction workers, 
students and street food vendors.

4	 Types of mediatised translocal social practices

The iterative process of coding and delineating categories of mobile phone usage practices 
yielded eleven types of practices. These encompass only those practices with at least a 
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certain degree of translocal character, i.e. involvement of people or places of rural origin 
and people or places in Dhaka. The degree to which this is the case is different: for the 
majority of categories, the translocal reference is explicit and strong, while others refer to 
both translocal as well as local (rural and/or urban) settings.

Putting these eleven types into the context of the everyday translocal lifeworlds of 
the interviewees, it is possible to group them into four broader categories (see also Fig-
ure 1): practices that are to a larger extent focused on sustaining or enhancing the trans-
local livelihood systems (remittances, business and remote management), practices that 
are mostly contributing to sustaining or managing social relations (chatroom, remote 
parenting, dateline – which is mixed here), practices that are geared mostly towards 
securing the individual or emotional wellbeing of the phone users (walkman, dateline, 
helpline), and practices that belong to a crosscutting or background informational cate-
gory where specific or general information exchange is most relevant (micro-coordina-
tion, infoline, hotline).

Remittances

A central aspect of translocal connectedness in the Global South are the flows of financial 
remittances, which in Bangladesh as elsewhere form a significant part of migrant families’ 

Remi�ances

Remote
ManagementBusiness

Hotline

Infoline
Helpline

Dateline Walkman

Wellbeing
focus

Chatroom Umbilical cord

Micro-
coordina�on

Social
focus

Crosscu�ng/
background
focus

Livelihoods 
focus

LIVELIHOODS

EMOTIONALSOCIAL

Types of media�sed 
translocal prac�ces:
Remi�ances: transfer of money 
Business: running translocal 
business ac�vi�es 
Remote management: organise 
farm & household 
Micro-coordina�on: manage 
mee�ngs & pick-ups 
lnfoline: ge�ng informa�on 
on the phone 
Hotline: calling officials or NGO 
representa�ves 
Chatroom: mediated 
co-presence 
Remote paren�ng: distant 
childcare through the phone 
Helpline: ge�ng help in 
emergencies 
Dateline: love affairs on the 
phone 
Walkman: consuming 
audio(visual) media 

Source:	 Authors’ own draft, based on interviews
Figure 1:	Mediatised communication practices grouped and arranged along the three di-

mensions of livelihoods, social and emotional
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livelihoods. Mobile communication is linked to remitting practices – sending and receiv-
ing – in three ways:

First, mobile communication allows swift expression of the financial needs. While 
remittances are often sent in a regular manner, there are also occasions when a sudden 
need for financial resources arises, for example when a family member falls sick, or a 
climate hazard impacts the rural livelihoods. Through mobile phones this information can 
be timely communicated. In some cases, (especially seasonal) migrants use the mobile 
phone to ask for advance payments by their urban employers, in order be able to afford the 
journey back to the city. Batu, a rickshaw puller who was interviewed in the village during 
a holiday he spent there visiting his family, explains:

Batu: Suppose I need to go to back to Dhaka, and I need money for that. I ask: 
please send me 500 or 1,000 Taka. 
Interviewer: You ask the [rickshaw] garage owner for it?
Batu: Yes, and he will send it. […] He will send me 1.000 Taka and I have to pay 
him back doing the work.

(Batu, rickshaw puller, interview in Rangpur, 14.11.2011)

Second, mobile communication enables the organisation of transfers regarding amount, 
timing, or mode. Robi, a rickshaw puller from Dhaka, gives an example for this. He and 
his brother are living in different cities, and they both support their parents in the village:

Robi: One of my brothers stays in Cox’s Bazar and has a flower shop. […] I can 
talk with him [on the phone], and if I can’t send enough money I tell him, brother, 
this month you send a bigger amount, and next month I will send extra, and you 
can send less then. If there would be no mobile phone, I had to inform him by letter 
– the letter goes, takes 12 days. After 12 days they will die in hunger.

	  (Robi, rickshaw puller from Dhaka, interview 22.03.2011)

Although Robi might exaggerate a bit at the end, he clearly explicates the difference in 
temporal delay between letters and mobile communication. Many of the persons inter-
viewed stated that mobile communication enables them to effectively organise and moni-
tor the financial transfers, be it through official or informal courier services, via friends or 
trusted persons travelling to the village:

Ratan: I call him [the possible courier] and ask him whether he will go home or not. 
If he goes home, I will meet him and send some money through him. I tell him to 
wait for me half an hour or one hour, then I am bringing the money. Then he takes 
my money.

(Ratan, rickshaw puller, interview in Dhaka, 24.03.2011)

Thirdly, migrants increasingly also use the mobile phone for directly transferring money. 
At the time of the interviews (2011–2013), only about half of the persons interviewed 
made use of mobile financial services (mobile banking) for remittances; this is likely to 
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have dramatically increased – as those interviewed who did so, highlighted the conveni-
ence and safety of the procedure, and as the system was comparably new in 2013, having 
just started in 2011. The number of agents who do the actual cash-in and cash-out transac-
tions has risen from about 80,000 in 2013 to 980,000 in 2020, and the number of registered 
clients has jumped from about 400,000 to 80 Million in the same time (Bangladesh Bank 
2020).

Business

Some of the interviewed persons had own non-agriculture businesses (mostly trading, 
rickshaw garages), and most of them practiced small scale agriculture. Those in non-agri-
cultural businesses emphasised the importance of the mobile phone for improving access 
to and reducing the cost of getting relevant information (e.g. prices), organising the pro-
curement of goods, keeping contact to customers or organising assistance in problematic 
situations. For those involved in agriculture, the mobile phone provides access to market 
and price information, but also allows a once-established business at the place of origin to 
be remotely managed when being in Dhaka (see also chapter 4.3 Remote Management). 
One interview partner had started a lucrative business involving the trade of cattle fodder 
(straw) from his rural home to Dhaka during the time of Eid-ul-Azha, when hundreds of 
thousands of cows are brought to the city for ritual slaughter but have to be fed the days 
before the event. The cattle fodder business is based on kinship and friendship networks 
and to a large extent managed and organised through mobile communication.

Rezwan: I observed that cows were searching for straw, then I went to buy straw. 
Then the straw which cost 2 Taka in our village […] but I have to buy that [in Dhaka] 
for 15 Taka! 
Interviewer: Brother! Its too high. 
Rezwan: Then I thought that […] as I have people in the village […] I can try by call-
ing through the mobile phone […] I couldn’t let Jamal sleep [called him in the night] 
[…] asked him to bring a truck load of straw [from the village to Dhaka] at any cost. 
Interviewer: So, you were in Dhaka then? 
Rezwan: Huh, I was in Dhaka […] I called him on the phone at 12 am, 1 am, 3 am, 
I mean the full night I talked with him through the phone […] I told him to bring 
10,000 [bunches of] straw, and a sack of molasses. 

(Rezwan, rickshaw puller in Dhaka, interview in Madarganj, 13.11.2011)

Also, the vending business needed to be carefully organised, as places along the streets 
are already occupied and there are informal or semi-illegal networks and hierarchies of 
influential people and gangs that control the informal economic activities. The interview-
ee – as an “ordinary” rickshaw puller – managed to organise and secure a sales place for 
his cattle fodder, through communication with important people on the phone:

Rezwan: Then (laugh) […] when I call […] they [goons] told me […] brother lis-
ten, I’ll not ask you again […] forgive me for this time. 
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Interviewer: That means there was a problem there […] I mean goons […] 
Rezwan: They came […] when they came […] I have Babu bhai’s [an influential 
personality] phone number […] I told them to talk to Babu bhai through the phone 
[…] Then they said I’ll give you everything for your straw selling. 

(Rezwan [Nayon], rickshaw puller in Dhaka, interview  
in Madarganj, 13.11.2011)

Remote management

Both homesteads and family affairs, but also small-scale farming in the village need con-
stant maintenance and management. Although the daily management of the distant (rural) 
homestead is often left with close relatives (e.g. parents, the spouse, siblings) during the 
absence of migrants, many of the interviewed migrants engage in important decision-mak-
ing (e.g. financial issues, commissioning of works, family celebrations). These are dis-
cussed on the mobile phone, which enables both control and joint decision making on 
running affairs, as the cases of Abdul and Forid shows:

Abdul: We […] have land, and it is time for cultivating the land. […] there is the 
need to sow, this is needed to be done, OK? 
Interviewer: Ok, ok. 
Abdul: We need to buy medicine and fertilizers. About these [things we talk]

(Abdul, garment worker in Dhaka, interview 01.11.2011)

Forid: [In the village] I have goats, I have chicken and ducks, what is their con-
dition? I ask about those. These chicken are my big hobby. Suppose I bought one 
chick only. Now there are ten to fifteen. Selling some, and the others are laying 
eggs, then again selling, again laying eggs. 

(Forid, Factory Worker in Dhaka, Interview 09.03.2013)

Micro-coordination

Micro-coordination refers to the organisation and temporal and spatial synchronisation 
of activities and mobilities “on the fly” (Ling 2004, p. 18), for example readjusting and 
renegotiating meetings and joint activities. This is especially relevant in Dhaka where 
traffic conditions often do not allow for reliable “clock-time” (Larsen et al. 2008) based 
synchronisation with others, but also in rural areas:

Munsar: I phone the person who has a mobile and tell them “Come to this place at 
this time, I will meet you.”
Interviewer: Do you fix such meeting by any other medium?
Munsar: It is possible but it’s a kind of harassment, it causes harassment. And if you 
have a mobile phone, now everyone has a mobile phone, if you know the number, 
you just call and that’s all. They will come. 

(Munsar, vegetable trader, Rangpur village, interview 08.03.2013)
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The ability to flexibly arrange and rearrange face-to-face-meetings and keep contact 
through mobile calls was mentioned also as helpful for establishing local social networks, 
for example after the initial arrival in Dhaka. 

But the ability to communicate over distance and “en route” also enables actors to 
organise and thus facilitate mobility – both migrating and visiting – between the rural and 
the urban, for example arranging to be picked up by family members at the bus stop when 
visiting relatives:

Infoline

“Infoline” stands for the practice to quickly and easily access and acquire information on a 
variety of topics. For most of the persons interviewed, the opportunity of receiving or send-
ing real-time information about their wellbeing or that of their family members at distant 
locations was among the most important uses of mobile phones. Especially the health status 
of elderly parents living in distant places was frequently a major subject of concern, but 
also the educational progress of children living in the village. Access to information is also 
important for getting jobs as day labourers, both in rural areas as well as in Dhaka, thus in 
some cases also triggering (temporary) migration. Other fields of concern are for example 
police controls, traffic conditions or information about public security during strike days.

Interviewer: Suppose, during a natural disaster, for example when floods or strong 
wind destroy houses, how would the mobile phone be of any use during such?
Munsar: Yes, it’s of great use. Suppose, there is a strong wind or like this, we can 
ask our relatives: “how is the wind, rain or hailstorm there [in the village]?”
Ahmad (2nd person present): The information can be taken.
Ahmad: It can be done very easily. It [the mobile phone] is useful.

Munsar, vegetable trader, Rangpur village, interview 08.03.2013

Hotline

“Hotline” captures the ability of actors to contact officials or representatives of official bod-
ies – governmental or non-governmental organisations and corporations, doctors, political 
leaders. This refers to both local and translocal settings; many interview partners valued 
that they can substantially save on time and (local) transportation cost when contacting 
for example the agricultural extension service by calling, or for getting in touch with 
NGO representatives regarding a micro-credit. Medical services are increasingly available 
through government or NGO related call centres, but, in the case of rural areas, also in the 
form of local doctors who can be called in emergency situations and who will then visit 
the patient. Local political leaders (usually influential party cadres) play an important role 
in both urban and rural areas and can easily be reached by phone when needed:

Interviewer: Now let us think about some powerful persons: political leaders, land-
lords and the like. How important is the mobile phone in keeping communication 
with them?



	 Multiple Dimensions of Mediatised Translocal Social Practices	 381

Tahmina: Very important. You can communicate with the clerks at Pirganj [larger 
town approx. 5 km from the village] sitting here. If I buy or sell land, [I can enquire] 
when I should go, what’s the value, etc., I can know, and [also when] I need to man-
age the money. These are the advantages. I don’t need to go there every day by cycle 
or van. I can do everything over phone. Whether selling land or house or buying, 
what’s the value, how much money is needed, I can hear everything sitting here.

(Tahmina, farmer and NGO worker, Rangpur, Interview 08.03.2013)

The chairman of the rural Union (administrative unit) explains:

For example, if there is a trouble in the village, [they call me and say] “Chairman 
please come here.” Then I have to go. Then there is a need of birth certificate: 
“Chairman, where are you?” I say, “I am at home.” [They say:] “I have gone to 
Pirganj, please bring the seal with you, I need the birth certificate tomorrow, I am 
already on my way to Dhaka.” […] [I say:] “So wait there, I am on the way.” That 
means the people now don’t want to wait. And earlier they would come to me five 
days [in advance] for [solving] a problem. Now they want the problem solved by me 
while they are staying at home. 

(Interview with the Union Chairman, Madarganj in Rangpur, 10.03.2013)

In the last sentence, the Chairman highlights an ambivalent aspect of mobile communica-
tion: the improved access for the villagers also means more stress for him due to perma-
nent availability. 

This type of practice also happens translocally, between the rural area and Dhaka, 
showing the importance of the linkages that migrants keep with their rural origin:

Suppose, a few days ago, one police officer called me from Dhaka, and he asked: 
“How are the characters of these two men of your area? We arrested them under 
suspicion.” Then I found their characters are good. Then I informed him [the po-
lice officer] and he took the necessary steps and released them. These are the facil-
ities [of the mobile phone]. It was impossible without mobile phone. 

(Interview with the Union Chairman, Madarganj, in Rangpur, 12.11.2011)

Chatroom (āḍḍā)

“Chatroom” refers to communicative situations where the experiencing of co-presence, 
shared time and attention is in the foreground, and where the exchange of factual informa-
tion is less important than hearing the voice of and being near to others. This takes place 
most often between two closely related individuals, for example spouses, children and 
parents, siblings, or among friends, but can also comprise a group, as Anwar, rickshaw 
puller in Dhaka explains. He frequently chats with a group of friends in the village:

Anwar: Going out I get 20 Taka balance in mobile and talk with friends [in the vil-
lage]. They are sitting down there, switching on the loudspeaker, 4 to 5 people listen 
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to me and have fun. 
(Interview with Anwar, rickshaw puller in Dhaka, 22.03.2011)

In the Bangla traditional culture, this kind of popular informal group conversation, often 
accompanied with tea and snacks, would be referred to as āḍḍā, or informal chat, hence 
the title. These conversations often take place at locations that offer some degree of pri-
vacy or quietness, which is especially relevant in the high-density context of Dhaka, or 
while walking and on the way, which is often the case in the village. For the majority of 
the persons interviewed, the mobile phone opens the opportunity for frequent, often daily 
interaction with relatives; it is such frequent and intimate contact that helps to keep rela-
tionships over the distance intact and alive:

Interviewer: Okay, when they are communicating on the phone, does this damage 
the relationship?  
Forid: No, no.
Interviewer: Because, look, if you visit personally and speak, it creates love and 
affection.
Forid: No, if you speak through mobile, it also creates love. It does not destroy the 
attachment.
Interviewer: Okay the attachment is the same if you visit personally or speak 
through mobile?
Forid: Yes, if you speak through the mobile, it stays the same.

(Forid, factory worker in Dhaka, Interview 09.03.2013)

Although this form of colloquial chatting might at first not seem to be as important as 
“functional” interactions (such as financial transfers, organisation of affairs, etc.), inter-
view partners expressed that they are vital for sustaining relations of mutual trust and reli-
ability, and a sense of proximity. Shared time and attention and empathy of close relatives 
also contribute to psychological wellbeing and resilience of migrants and non-migrants:

Rahim: When they call over phone, it seems that they are just near.
Interviewer: Ok
Rahim: Then we feel happy.
Interviewer: Ok, if there were no mobile, then how would it be?
Rahim: It would be a kind of suffering. We can’t know or inform what goes on there 
or here. If they do not call for 2 or 1 days, our hearts become restless: how are they 
or what is their situation.

(Rahim, vegetable trader, living in Rangpur, two children in Dhaka)

Remote parenting

“Remote parenting” refers to remote caregiving and parenting to children, when their 
parents are absent from the village and the children remain in the village. Analogous to the 
practice that in the literature is described mostly for international migrants from the Phil-
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ippines (“remote mothering”) and in the Chinese examples for domestic migration, this 
exists also in Bangladesh. The need for “remote parenting” arises from the lack of day care 
facilities in Dhaka, as the living costs in the city and the expectations for remitting money 
to the village often require both parents to engage in formal or informal employment or 
businesses. Usually such children would then be under the custody of grandparents or 
other close relatives in the village. Sometimes parents also send their children home to the 
village once they reach schooling age. Although among the interviewees in Dhaka only a 
minority had their children in the village, for those who had so, the ability to communicate 
on a regular, often daily basis with their children as well as to discuss educational matters 
was of great importance. While mothers play a much stronger role in remote parenting 
than fathers, there were also fathers among our interview partners who reported on caring 
for their children through the phone.

Sayeda is a garment worker and lives with her husband in Dhaka. Her two daughters 
aged seven and nine live with their grandmother in the village, and Sayeda calls them 
every day. She explains how the mobile phone helps her to enact – and keep – her parental 
authority over her daughters:

Like in this noon, [I called and asked] what they are doing, I can stay in touch with 
them, I can talk with them, and they will listen. Even if I say it [only] over mobile 
they will listen. So, that will be good. […] If I myself […] tell them to eat and sleep, 
then they listen. […] [But they] don’t sleep properly, if anyone else is telling [them] 
to sleep or to eat […]

(Interview with Sayeda, garment worker in Dhaka, 14.12.2011)

Helpline

“Helpline” – in contrast to “hotline” – represents the contact to rather non-official people, 
mostly members of the personal network in situations that are characterised by urgency 
or emergency, for example in situations of need for advice, financial, health, emotional 
or other forms of support. This refers for example to calling relatives when affected by 
natural hazards (storm, floods) or when medical help is needed:

Interviewer: Now, let’s talk about some crisis events. For example, in the moments of 
sickness or during any natural disaster, how can the mobile be used in such cases?
Tahmina: […] Suppose, the wind blew and broke the house. But the grandfather 
is not at home. Then we can call him and say, “Come, the house is broken into 
pieces by the wind.” […] Then suppose, if we have a patient at home who is very 
serious, and we need a doctor. […] If I have the phone number of a doctor, I can 
call him over phone, “Please come, my patient is very serious.” Then it is very 
helpful.

(Tahmina, farmer and NGO worker, Rangpur, Interview 08.03.2013)

Many of those persons interviewed, especially, but not only the migrants, recall events 
when they had been victims of psychological or physical violence (e.g. becoming tricked, 
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mugged, insulted, etc.) and benefited of the ability to immediately mobilise support from 
friends or relatives. For migrant workers, especially the psychological support from close 
relatives in the village is important.

Alam, a rickshaw puller, gives an account how the police confiscated his rickshaw be-
cause he did not have a valid registration plate; often the police then takes advantage of the 
situation and demands bribes from the rickshaw-pullers to release the vehicle. However, 
Alam could use the mobile phone to leverage the support of his employer:

Interviewer: What happened there?
Alam: […] There was a problem with the plate number […] This vehicle number 
was valid for Mirpur […] But that area, Farmgate, is under Dhaka City, [so…] I 
can’t go there, that’s why police took my vehicle. 
Interviewer: Oh, what happened next?
Alam: Then I called the owner, the manager [of the rickshaw garage/business]. 
Manager came there […] and gave them 500 Taka and resolved the incident then.

 (Interview with Alam, rickshaw-puller, Dhaka, 06.11.2011)

Dateline

“Dateline” refers to the calling of other numbers and the attempt to enter a romantic 
relationship (and / or sustaining such a relationship), in media and popular culture in 
Bangladesh commonly labelled as “mobile romancing” (Sterly and Gerads 2016). 
Phone numbers of potential contacts are sometimes randomly dialled, sometimes the 
numbers are exchanged among friends or illegally acquired from prepaid balance ven-
dors. In many cases this is a form of and perceived as harassment especially by women, 
and we want to emphasise here that the term (and the associated framing) of “mobile 
romancing”, although used by both men as well as women in the interviews, stems from 
and represents a strongly male-dominated sociocultural reference-system. The “date-
line” practice is often inherently translocal, when the dialling of random numbers con-
nects people across longer distances, sometimes also linking migrants with their specific 
places of origin.

Robi, a rickshaw puller in Dhaka, explains how he got called by a woman unknown 
to him:

Suppose yesterday [I got a call] in my aktel [a mobile service provider] number. 
Suddenly a girl, a missed call came. I called her back again. I had 5 Taka [balance] 
in my mobile, I finished that. I asked: “Where did you get my mobile number?” 
“No brother, I dialled the wrong number” [, she said]. I said: “Which number, 
because dialling any number generally [means that the] call goes in a wrong num-
ber.” She said: “Because of one digit.” I asked: “Which number, please give me 
that number, and I will check, is it really the wrong number or you just willingly 
dialled the wrong number.” […] She then said that she willingly dialled the number 
[…] and if [I] like [she] will talk [to me].

(Robi, rickshaw puller in Dhaka, interview, 22.03.2011)
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Under the label of “mobile romancing”, this is also a matter of public and media discourse, 
and a popular topos is the development of these initially illegitimate and often unwanted 
relations into truly romantic relationships and even marriages:

If they fall in love, whether the boy falls in love or the girl falls in love, then they 
must meet one another, at some point they must meet. Doesn’t it happen? Yes, in 
most of the cases it happens. Besides, sometimes they do this just for fun. Okay, 
they’re having fun living at a distant place. Such things happen.

(Interview with Din Islam, rickshaw puller, Dhaka, 24.03.2011)

We are aware that from an ethical viewpoint it is difficult to fit these different outcomes – 
harassment and romantic relationship – into one category. But even if women are the minor-
ity in actively engaging in this practice, calling (random) others in order to engage in new 
relationships, they nevertheless also do so. In our view this shows how both men and women 
very strategically draw upon technological affordances to overcome strong normative con-
straints regulating (“romantic”) relations between members of opposite gender.

Walkman

“Walkman” pertains to the use of mobile handsets for audio (and also audio-visual) en-
tertainment – listening to music, watching pictures and videos. As multi-media handsets 
become more affordable (used ones from approx. 20 EUR), they are owned frequently also 
by members of lower income groups. Especially rickshaw-pullers in Dhaka reported to 
make frequent use of their phones for listening to music or to watch movies, sometimes to 
kill time while waiting for customers or for relaxation, but also in the villages, media con-
sumption was frequently mentioned. Media files are exchanged via Bluetooth, on memory 
cards, or are acquired from mobile phone vendors:

Interviewer: Well, those who buy memory or mobile sets from here, how many of 
them do also load songs or other things from you?
Kasim: That is done by 90 percent of people. 
Interviewer: That means almost all do that. 
Respondent: Yes, maximum people do that.

(Interview with Kasim, mobile shop owner, Madarganj, 31.11.2011)

“Walkman” also includes more explicitly translocal practices of distant media sharing, as 
it significantly contributes to the spatial diffusion of audio-visual media. This takes places 
both from urban to rural areas and households, but also from rural to urban, in form of 
the consumption of pictures and video recordings from rural areas by migrants in Dha-
ka. This contributes to a translocal flow and exchange of media, imaginaries, styles and 
preferences. However, due to the high costs of internet data packages and the comparably 
low prevalence of smartphones at the time of the research, the immediate sending of such 
audio and visual media was very uncommon and was rather happening through bringing 
along during visits.
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5	 Mediatisation as overcoming constraints by drawing on media 
affordances

To elucidate what drives these usages of mobile phones in translocal constellations and 
practices, we trace how mobile phone users draw on the affordances (synchronicity/ trans-
locality, individuality, portability) of mobile communication to overcome specific con-
straints (material/corporeal, normative, structural) that limit their scope of practice and 
agency. We thus “map” the eleven mediatised practice types (see chapter 4 and Figure 1) 
against the different affordances and constraints by asking: a) how necessary the different 
affordances are for carrying out the respective practice types; and b) in how far these affor-
dances do allow actors to overcome the different constraints for interaction.

The importance of the affordances is assessed by asking how well each practice type 
could be realised with alternative forms of mediatised communication that do not present 
the respective affordances: The importance of synchronicity is assessed with the question 
how well the practices could be realised with postal letters (as the latter afford translocal, 
but not synchronous interaction), the role of individuality is analysed with the question 
in how far a call shop or a shared device would allow the practices to be carried out (as 
they afford synchronous, but not individualised interaction) , and the role of portability is 
assessed with the question whether access to a individually owned landline phone would 
enable actors to perform the respective practices (as it affords individualised, but not mo-
bile interaction).
Regarding the constraints, for each practice type it is asked whether or in how far the 
employment of the mobile phone in the respective practice does help to do or achieve 
something that is constrained by the physical distance, or the limitations of the human 
body (material/corporeal), that otherwise would be difficult to do because of social ex-
pectations, rules or norms (normative), or that would be difficult due to unequal access to 
resources, power and decision making processes (structural constraints).

Table 1 shows the results of this “mapping”. To give an example: most of the hotline 
type practices (contacting officials, doctors, etc.) necessitate synchronous communication, 
as postal letter exchange could not replace the phone due to the time delay (hence ‘++’); 
the individuality of an individual phone would in many cases be helpful (‘+’) but not nec-
essary, as a shared phone or a call centre still would allow the practices to be performed; 
the portability of the mobile phone is not a necessary condition, a personalised landline 
phone would be sufficient. Regarding the constraint side, the practices of the hotline type 
help to overcome material-corporeal constraints, bridging short as well as long distances 
in all cases (‘++’); they overcome normative constraints in many cases, making it eas-
ier for marginalised people to contact powerful and influential persons (‘+’); and they 
overcome structural constraints, improving the access to resources and decision making 
processes in many cases (‘+’).

Affordances

It becomes clear that mobile phones play different roles for the respective translocal prac-
tices: The affordance of translocality, i.e. communicating, exchanging information, estab-
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lishing proximity, or organising things over distances, is essential for all of these practices, 
while individuality and portability are only important for some of the practices. The latter 
would not be possible at all without mobile phones, such as dateline, micro-coordination, 
helpline and chatroom, because for them, the affordances of portability and individuality are 
necessary prerequisites. This means that the defining affordance of the mobile phone, it’s 
portability, is not invoked for so many of these practices: The practices for which individual-
ity and portability play a less important role can also be realised without mobile phones. For 
example, information exchange (infoline, hotline), remote management of households and 
farms or the care of children (remote parenting) are also possible from mobile call shops, 
and remittances would be and are also transferred without mobile phone involvement.

The mobile phone with its specific affordances (portability and individuality) is there-
fore not necessarily the central element that makes all these practices possible, but rather 
the possibility of communicating synchronously over distances. However, since most of 
the interviewees – poorer rural-urban migrants – had no access to telephony at all before 
the massive spread of mobile phones and were dependent on visits or letters for communi-
cation over distance, the mobile phone took over the “role” that in other contexts landline 
phones, call centres etc. would have. What specific affordances actors draw upon depends 
on factors on individual and on social level, for example their position, their gender, or 
their personal aspirations. On a higher level, for example the accessibility of infrastruc-
tures and technologies such as fixed-line telephones condition whether the mobile phone 

Practices

Affordances Constaints

translocality 
and  

synchronicity
individuality portability material- 

corporeal normative structural

Dateline ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ (+)

Micro-coordination ++ ++ ++ ++ +

Helpline ++ ++ ++ ++ (+)

Chatroom ++ ++ ++ ++

Hotline ++ + ++ + +

Business ++ + + ++ +

Remote parenting ++ + ++ +

Infoline ++ + ++ +

Walkman + ++ + + +

Remittances + + ++ +

Remote management + + ++ (+)

Affordances: ‘++’ = necessary, ‘+’ = helpful. – Constraints: ‘++’ = in all cases, ‘+’ = in many cases, 
‘(+)’ = in some cases. 
Source:	 Authors’ own draft, based on interview data

Table 1:	 Mapping mobile communication practices against affordances and constraints 
(sorted by number of affordances and constraints concerned) 
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only offers additional portability or whether all its affordances are relevant. This makes it 
clear that mobile phones and mobile communication do not affect societies uniformly, but 
that local peculiarities or idiosyncrasies are decisive on how these technologies are used 
and what effects on society arise from the technology usage.

Constraints

Material and spatial constraints (distance), normative constraints (rules and expectations, 
gender norms etc.), and structural constraints (poverty, power relations) regulate and limit 
local and especially translocal practices and agency to a considerable extent. Physical dis-
tance, for example, is an obstacle to almost all translocal practices; norms restrict the way 
how intimacy is practised, and poverty and power imbalances constrain regular visits by mi-
grants to their places of origin. It is primarily the material distance and physical constraints 
that are overcome here; this is less often the case for normative or structural constraints.

Which constraints are overcome with mobile phones is partly related to the affordances 
drawn upon: while synchronicity and translocality are key to overcoming the material and 
corporeal constraint of distance, portability and individuality can also enable actors to over-
come normative and / or structural constraints. This becomes most obvious for the case of 
the dateline practice: actors draw on the individuality and portability afforded by mobile 
phones in order to overcome normative constraints, i.e. the (restrictive) norms and rules that 
regulate premarital and extramarital partnerships in the Bangladeshi society.

Both normative and structural constraints are overcome only to a limited extent: the 
business or hotline practices would be examples where the mobile phone sometimes opens 
up opportunities that migrants or poorer sections of the population would otherwise not 
have, through the access to information, to gate-keepers or to decision-making resources. 
However, in general, the mobile phone seems to be only of little help to perform practices 
or agency, or achieve things, that are constrained by strict normative rules or by an unequal 
distribution of material and power resources. This means that mobile communication (tech-
nology) as such is not a “silver bullet” to overcome inequality and discrimination.

6	 Contextualising mediatised practices in translocal livelihoods

In order to contextualise the mediatised practice types, we systematised them according 
to their role within the overall translocal livelihoods context. In a first step, we have thus 
ranked the eleven practice types (see chapter 4) according to their importance for the 
translocal livelihoods of migrants and their rural household members. Then we com-
bined this information with the previous insights into the role of mobile communication 
for these practices, by scoring them by the number of affordances drawn upon and the 
constraints overcome. When allocated in a synoptic x/y-diagram, the rank and score help 
to get an impression of the logic of action of the actors and what role the mobile phone 
plays in this. Figure 2 shows the diagram with the two axes: x is the importance of the 
eleven translocal practice types, and y is the role of mobile communication for these 
eleven practices.
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In an idealised form, the following four meta-types of mediatisation can be abstracted:

I – 		 the mobile phone as “critical infrastructure” (referring to the term for essential in-
frastructure for national security): These practices are important for translocal live-
lihoods, and the mobile phone is essential to carry out these practices (in their de-
scribed form); this includes micro-coordination, chatroom and helpline. 

IIa –	 the mobile phone as an “extension”: Practices are important for translocal liveli-
hoods, but the mobile phone does not play such a central role; this includes remote 
parenting, infoline and remittances.

IIb –	 the mobile phone as “enabler”: Mobile communication is central, but the practices 
are not so important regarding the overall translocal living, this comprises dateline. 

III –	 the mobile phone as a “supplement”: practices are not so relevant within the overall 
translocal livelihood context, and the mobile phone does not play a central role; this 
includes the hotline, business, remote management and walkman practices.

Two points become clear from the above:
First, and generally, the mobile phone, or the mediatisation of translocal communica-

tion enhances the scope for translocal practices and agency. It does so through expanding 

Translocal prac�ces

Ro
le

 o
f m

ob
ile

 c
om

m
un

ic
a�

on
 p

ra
c�

ce
s

(fo
r t

ra
ns

lo
ca

l p
ra

c�
ce

s)

I “the phone as 
cri�cal infrastructure”
important translocal
prac�ces, strong role
of media�sa�on

IIa “the phone as 
nice to have”
important translocal
prac�ces, less strong
role of media�sa�on

IIb “the phone as 
enabler”
less important translocal
prac�ces, strong role
of media�sa�on

III “the phone as 
a luxury”
less important translocal
prac�ces, less role
of media�sa�on

IIa

IIb

III

I

Micro-coordina�on

Helpline

Chatroom

Dateline

Infoline

Remi�ances

Remote management

more importantless important

m
or

e 
st

ro
ng

le
ss

 st
ro

ng

Umbilical cordBusiness

HotlineWalkman

Source:	 Authors’ own draft, based on interview data

Figure 2:	Fields of relevance of mediatised translocal practices



390	 Harald Sterly and Patrick Sakdapolrak 

the capabilities of actors to act in time and space, and to some degree also to overcome or 
subvert normative and also structural constraints. This is also reflected by the generally 
positive appraisal of mobile communication by most interviewees.

Second, however, this needs to be differentiated by types of practices and also by 
actor(group)s to avoid conflation: Mobile communication is not equally important and 
equally enabling for everyone. For certain actors and the practices that are meaningful to 
them, certain features and affordances of the mobile phone are more important than for 
others: Some actors for example do not have a business, thus for them, the mobile phone 
is less useful / operational for overcoming the respective structural constraints than for 
others; for those who engage in the dateline practices, portability and individuality are 
indispensable for overcoming or subverting normative constraints.

While this paper’s focus is on translocal practices and not on structural change, it needs 
at least to be noted that the mediatisation of translocal social practices of course also 
influences the spatial and temporal organisation of the translocal social constellations of 
migrants and their rural “counterparts”: Most notably, mediatisation leads to a “quotid-
ianisation” of previously rather episodic translocal practices and thus “brings back” the 
translocal into everyday life. 

This is accompanied by a repositioning of position-practice relationships – interac-
tions and transactions are literally “taking place” in other and new locations. Both togeth-
er can be summarised under a “re-regionalisation”, a spatial and temporal re-ordering of 
translocal practices. And there are also changes of positionalities, relations and places, 
very obvious for example in the spatial and organisational restructuring of the ways how 
remittances are being sent. Such changes also entail transformations in the structures 
concerning communication itself, for example shifting norms and expectations regarding 
the frequency of communication and remittance sending, the increase in organisational 
and physical infrastructure in the form of mobile phone shops and base-towers, or the 
effects on social inequalities by creating new information “have” and “have-nots” (cf. 
Ling 1998). 

The predominantly positive assessment of mobile phones for the practice types and 
the livelihood contexts does not reflect our personal judgement but reflects most of the 
statements made by interviewees. We interpret this largely positive perception also as a 
consequence of the limited access of the interviewees to other communication media than 
the mobile phone.

7	 Conclusion

Information and communication technologies in general, and mobile phones in particular 
are gaining more and more importance for the lives and livelihoods of people around the 
world – including poorer sections of the society in the Global South. While there has been 
extensive research on various aspects of ICT in the context of international migration – 
particularly South-North migration – less attention has been paid to ICT and domestic 
migration in the Global South. Based on multi-sited empirical research on rural-to-urban 
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migration in Bangladesh, the paper narrows this gap by describing the range of types of 
mediatised translocal practices and by explaining the reasons and importance of the use 
of mobile phones. 

A practice perspective on the mediatisation of translocal lives, and specifically a fo-
cus on the importance of the mobile phone for people to overcome constraints, and how 
phone usage practices are embedded in the translocal realities and livelihoods helps to 
better understand why also poor people sometimes use considerable parts of their income 
for calling: It becomes clear that this “calling” has very different functions and meanings, 
and that people consciously spend income for affordances that the phone offers to them. 
These can be very specific, according to their situational needs and expectations, and to 
what they value – privacy for example is of different importance for people in a distant 
romance than it is for others. 

What Hutchby (2001) calls, in an abstract way, the human-technology interaction, 
can be observed very concretely here: From the interaction of existing practices, ac-
tors’ aspirations, their specific constraints and their perceptions of the usability of mo-
bile phones, certain affordances arise, which are then becoming relevant in the particular 
context.

Finally, while it could be shown that the affordances provided by mobile phones en-
hance people’s scope for agency to overcome material and corporeal constraints, nor-
mative and structural constraints are less often challenged. From that, it can be deduced 
that mobile communication should not be expected to have a strong effect on changing 
social norms and larger structures of unequal access to resources and power that affect 
rural-to-urban migrants and their households at places of origin. Mobile communication 
per se does not contribute to the reduction of inequality, to the improvement of political 
participation, or to more gender justice. As Ahmad, a teacher in the village, puts it: 

Now, with this, everyone will get benefit according to their mode of communica-
tion. Those who are highly educated, they are using it for many purposes like of-
fice etc. Those who are businessmen they are using it for business purpose. Those 
who belong to lower class, they use it for talking to their friends and relatives. 

(Interview with Ahmad, college lecturer, Rangpur village, 08.03.2013).

To put these findings further into perspective, it needs to be said that these mobile phone 
usage practices are not specific for, or only observed among migrants, but also in other 
population groups. But the mediatisation of translocal practices is especially relevant for 
the lives and livelihoods of migrants and their families, which is reflected in the largely 
positive judgement of mobile communication by the interviewees. It needs however also 
to be seen in conjunction with other ongoing (and previous) transformations, for example 
the expansion of road and railroad infrastructure and of affordable transportation modes.

There are a number of open questions and promising research fields regarding the 
topic, for example the effects of more recent digital media (e.g. smartphones) on social 
and translocal practices, and on new inequalities and “digital gaps”. More research in the 
science-practice interface is also needed on the mechanisms and potential pathways for 
realising the full potential of mediatised (translocal) practices for social change.
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