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SI: Manifesto

Social media is one of the most dynamic, interdisciplinary, 
and evasive fields—it is both the barometer and scape-goat 
for contemporary popular culture debates and practices. For 
some, social media is defined by the key modalities and plat-
forms like Facebook and Twitter which feature participatory, 
collaborative user-created content (UCC). For others, social 
media is a recombination and a remediation of other, older 
forms of communication.

As José van Dijck (2013) argues in The Culture of 
Connectivity, all media have always been social. Here, it is 
important to remember that all forms of sociality have 
always been mediated—if not by technologies, then by lan-
guage, memories, and gestures. Contemporary social media 
just compress and spread ideas in a more accelerated and 
data heavy manner. However, as Graham Meikle (2014) 
rightly warns, often, the social media rubric is used inter-
changeably with “online contemporary media” (p. 1059). 
For others such as media activists like Geert Lovink (2012), 
social media disconnects the social from its historical and 
political contexts. For Christian Fuchs (2013), understand-
ing social media requires us to read it through critical theory. 
Among these highly contested terrains, one issue remains 
clear—the importance of social media within contemporary 
cultural, political, and social life. This significance of social 
media has been spearheaded by the establishment of the 
Social Media + Society journal. In this commentary, we 
reflect upon one of the most abundant and yet still under-
theorized areas, camera phone practices. In this short provo-
cation, we seek to contextualize the phenomenon from 
first-generation “networked visuality” to second-generation 
“emplaced visuality.” We argue that camera phone practices 
in and as social media link us to earlier remediated media 
and social practices (pinning on the bedroom wall) as they 
do lead to emerging visualities.

Within the copious social media sharing, camera phone 
images feature. The oversharing of images of everyday 
banalities fill the Internet with many haunted and unwatched 
images. After all, if everyone is taking pictures, who has time 
to contemplate others! Random “likes” are interwoven into 
the rhythms of everyday life. Unlike first-generation camera 
phone practices whereby images were often uploaded onto 
the computer and the sites like Flickr, second-generation 
camera phone practices are characterized by smartphone 
apps like Instagram. These apps afford for in-house edit-
ing—filters often evoking a nostalgia or what Nathan 
Jurgenson (2011) called “nostalgia for the present”—geotag-
ging, and almost instantaneous dissemination across Twitter, 
Facebook, email, and Tumblr. In particular, smartphone apps 
like Instagram are both romanticizing older remediated ana-
log practices while creating new ways in which images can 
be linked to place as a practice on the move.

While first generation of camera phone sharing was char-
acterized by “networked” visuality (Ito & Okabe, 2006), sec-
ond generation camera phone apps can be understood in terms 
of “emplaced” visuality (Pink & Hjorth, 2012). Emplaced 
visuality puts a theory of movement at the center of our 
understanding of contemporary media practice. Rather than 
movement being between nodes in the “network,” movement 
needs to be understood as central to the way people and 
images become emplaced. Emplacing involves the entangle-
ment of movement and placing across temporal, geographic, 
electronic, and spatial dimensions. From nostalgia filters that 
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evoke and emplace another time to geotagging which 
emplaces the image to a geographic location with fixed times, 
camera phone app images constantly emplace as they move 
through places, space, and socialities. According to Hochman 
and Manovich (2013), “the most prominent element that 
underlies Instagram’s structure is its reliance on geo-temporal 
tagging: the geographical and temporal identification of a 
media artifact” which “suppresses temporal, vertical struc-
tures in favor of spatial connectivities” (n.p.). The overlay 
between the geographic, temporal, caption, and image pro-
vides new ways in which to narrate a sense of place with 
sociality.

The entangling of camera phone practices not only remedi-
ates earlier analog photography aesthetics (i.e. Instagram as a 
networked polaroid) but they also evoke earlier identity ritu-
als, especially as rites for passage for youth. The bedroom, as 
one example of an “intimate public” (Berlant, 1998), becomes 
reblogged, rather than pasted, onto Tumblr feeds. Just as 
young people collaged fanzines or decorated their bedrooms 
with posters, they also use platforms like Tumblr to creatively 
visualize and “circulate everything”: their intimate, consumer, 
and aesthetic desires; personal politics; and endless animated 
gifs (Fink & Miller, 2013, p. 3). Although limiting, the bed-
room wall metaphor points to the ways that young people con-
tinually “renovate” their spaces and, in turn, their identities 
and relationships (Lincoln & Robards, 2014). Tumblr becomes 
an unstable, transient bedroom wall, as young people predom-
inantly use camera phones to reblog content out of boredom in 
the mundane places: waiting rooms, school buses, and shop-
ping queues (Heine, 2014). Fading photos on bedroom walls 
feature on Instagram too to disrupt linear streams of the pres-
ent, as childhood pasts are hashtagged with “throwback 
Thursday” #tbt, or “flashback Friday” #fbf.

The camera phone affords bedroom walls and intimate 
practices to become entangled with changing environments 
of surveillance and protection. For example, the boundaries 
of bedrooms, schools, shopping centers, and hospitals become 
blurred as camera phones bring, alongside new ways to teach 
and learn, last week’s party images, and shared porn videos 
into the classroom. The histories of young people as a popula-
tion under surveillance are remediated through camera phone 
practices as new anxieties and moral panics are revealed. The 
selfie as one such barometer of moral panic not only comes to 
represent narcissism and disengagement from the self (Wendt, 
2014) but also visualizes intimate communication between 
friends when text and emojis are inadequate, and exposes 
legal and political challenges to how we understand the rela-
tionship between young people’s identities, bodies, and cam-
era phones (Ringrose, Harvey, Gill, & Livingstone, 2013). 
Photos exchanged through Snapchat, Instagram, and Kik con-
vey a sense of being with each other and reinforce shared 
emotional experience across time and place. These connec-
tive practices are especially vital for marginalized young 
people, whose camera practices cannot simply be pushed 
aside as consumer-driven or self-gratifying.

Conclusion on the Move: Emplaced and 
Entangled

As Daniel Palmer (2014) notes in his study on iPhone pho-
tography, cameras have colonized the mobile phone over the 
past decade. Nokia has reportedly put more cameras into 
people’s hands than in the whole previous history of photog-
raphy (Palmer 2014). Rather than just being about networked 
visualities in which movements through space, time, and 
place are frozen into a networked snapshot to share, emplaced 
visualities are about an embracement of camera phone 
images as a co-present part of movement through place and 
spaces. Spaces like trains are no longer about a transitory 
“in-between” space whereby the destination is the most 
important place; rather, spaces like trains become incubators 
for emplaced visuality. They become about co-presence 
rather than co-location. These emplaced visualities in turn 
highlight the ways in which cartographies of the social,  
spatial, and geographic are being emplaced and entangled in 
new ways. Through these changes, we need to adapt models 
for analyzing such media practices as part of emplaced  
cartographies that see location, representation, and experi-
ence being transformed through mobile and social media 
convergence. Snapshots on the move.
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