DIGITAL DHARMA --  CHAPTER TWO EXCERPT

Phones are all about staying connected at the second-chakra level. In a front-page story in 2003, the New York Times described how the cellphone has become a cultural lifeline for the city’s immigrant cabbies—from “Punjabi cousins” to Sherpas from Nepal and soccer-crazed Salvadorans—connecting them to families back home and “to the humor and commiseration of other drivers braving the same lonely streets.”27 In the despair of the Kosovo refugee camps (and more recently in New Orleans after the Hurricane Katrina disaster), lines outside the few satellite mobile phone tents were as long as those at the kitchens. A few numbers scribbled on a piece of paper—a country code, followed by a city code and seven numerals—was a valuable possession, a link to lost loved ones and relatives around the world.28 In the most rural areas of African Congo, enterprising barefoot entrepreneurs catch distant cellphone signals in tree-house towers and sell the precious invisible access to families hungry for contact with loved ones working far from their home villages. In Bangladesh, more than 260,000 “phone ladies” have received microcredit loans to provide village phone service for the poor all over the country, earning the company’s founder (and its bank) the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize. Peasant farmers in Senegal barter their crops via wireless connections, and in Ghana, some even choose to be buried in giant mobile phone coffins (Figure 2.2).29 In America, this need for phone visiting has become a reliable revenue source for budget-strapped jails that charge families of inmates up to seven times the regular cost of an outside collect call (which in turn, is many times the standard rate),30 prompting a New York Times editorial to call it the “Bankrupt-Your-Family Calling Plan.”31
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Figure 2.2. Cellphone coffin in Ghana

To many, talking on the phone is virtually synonymous with love. Behavior over the phone also reflects the consequences of injury to the chakra center associated with this desire. A person with an overcompensating second chakra is often emotionally codependent, bouncing from the highs and lows on the waveform of emotional communications, needing to be connected at all times. Such people have a hard time recognizing boundaries, and if the first chakra has also been compromised, they are usually afraid of standing alone in their own psychological space. To some degree, we all need to know that we’re not alone. Thus, it is not surprising to find every urban roof and rural hill topped with a cell tower and companies like Apple coming out with $600 “iPhones.” Telecom moguls may have erected those towers for profit, but it is the universal human need for connection and validation from the other that makes the technology both inevitable and successful. As the late columnist Herbert Stein observed, “You may think you are checking on your portfolio, but deep down you are checking on your existence.”32 
For some, even fake conversation seems to be preferable to none: witness the phenomenon of “reaching out to no one,” that is, pretending to be on the phone as a way of avoiding interacting with nearby “real” people who may want your attention.33 Then for the truly confused, there’s “Vivienne,” a $6-per-month downloadable cellular girlfriend, complete with a fondness for movies and bars. She expects you to send her virtual presents, and, if you decide to marry her online, her (virtual) mother will call your cellphone at all hours, “to ask where you are and whether you’ve been treating her daughter right.”34
Thus far, we’ve looked at how cellphones reflect and support second-level digital “relationship dharma.” Cellphone communications technologies also reflect other developmental stages. Caller ID and ID “blocking”— determining who enters your private phone space—is a first-chakra issue. One’s “tribal identity” (a third-level issue) can be strengthened by subscribing to a lifestyle package of video clips, news, and games customized for a niche demographic: sports fanatics, Disney kids, teenagers, hip-hop fans.35 Purchasing (at prices up to $3 each) and broadcasting one’s personal ringtone is a more public identity statement. Worldwide, tone creation and distribution has become a $3-billion industry. The business is so promising that music companies are creating in-house divisions to sell tones via download and from subway vending machines.36 Later chapters will show how Net-connected camera phones also play out digital dharma challenges at the fourth, fifth, and sixth levels. 

On a spiritual level, when we embrace second-level teleconsciousness, we become willing to try connections beyond the safety of habitual boundaries. We tap our inner creativity and our ability to make and appreciate art. We listen to the voice of our “magical child” and we pay attention to our dreams. We tune in fully to the heart-based stories of others. These qualities are not entirely absent in telephone-based technology and in fact inform some of its best applications. Many communities are developing cellphone-guided neighborhood tours and local living histories. The New York Times recently featured the story of an artist who has recruited his neighbors to record stories about the love life in their building; another uses stickers with text-messaging numbers to alert passers-by that something of interest is near. The BBC has recently placed small plaques containing barcodes along some of the country’s scenic and historical walks, and hikers with specially equipped camera phones can scan the codes and receive interactive audio and video tours.37 Internet-based, inexpensive telephone conferencing will connect us to our different communities of interest, worldwide. And we must not forget, that like any yoga practice, moderation and rest are part of the package—we must not forget to periodically mute the ringer and listen to the silence of Being.

