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1   Introduction

The mobile phone is no longer just a telephone. Or more accurately, 
it is not a device oriented solely, and in many cases not even prima-
rily, toward voice communication. The mobile phone as a communi-
cation device is not limited to transmitting voice over distances, as a 
tele-phone1 would do. Rather, a modern mobile phone is a small com-
puter capable of enabling a multitude of communicative activities, 
as well as o&ering non-communicative functions (flashlight, alarm 
clock, compass). 

Interpersonal communication is a fundamental feature of tele-
phone communication, which, for long, was about connecting people, 
most ly two at a time. Lately, the development of mobile phone com-
munication has been characterized by a progress to broader media 
consumption and content production. In addition, a part of the use 
of the mobile phone (such as listening to music) occurs within the 
phone, without involving any communication with other people. 

However, the mobile phone is still much utilized for interpersonal 
communication, such as texting or voice calls, rather than one-way 
receiving. As a consequence, in this study I will not focus on the mo-
bile phone as a device used to access the web or to watch television, 
but on the interpersonal forms of mobile phone use familiar from 
traditional telephone communication. 

My approach is to concentrate especially on visual mobile commu-
nication. In the context of my study, I situate visual mobile commu-
nication specifically with camera phone photography and the com-
munication of photographs – photographic communication – from 
the camera phone.

1   The word telephone is derived from the Greek language. Tele stands for “far” and 
phone for “voice”. 
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Visual mobile communication is a new phenomenon, as mobile 
phone communication has been visual only since the turn of the mil-
lennium. This transition is evident in the screens of mobile phones, 
which have transformed from small black-and-white displays por-
traying numbers or names into big, phone-sized, colourful, high-res-
olution displays. This is in striking contrast to the fact that only a 
few decades ago a telephone did not include a screen of any kind. 

In parallel to introducing visual communication to the realm of 
telephone communication, the camera phone has incorporated in-
terpersonal communication more firmly into the conventions of 
photography. Photographs have commonly been shared interper-
sonally, but the camera in itself has not been a medium for interper-
sonal communication, as it is devoid of any means to directly com-
municate with other people. 

There exists a terminological division in describing digital photo-
graphs taken with a camera phone and sent interpersonally to other 
people, mostly to their mobile phones. Terms in use are photo mes-
sage, picture message, multimedia message and mobile visual mes-
sage. In this study I use the term photo message, as I focus solely on 
the mobile communication of photographs. 

At the time of the study, ((" (multimedia messaging service) was 
still the prominent technology for photo messaging. ((" is a stand-
ard based on "(" messaging (text messaging), where a user can send 
a message from the mobile phone to one or several recipients. (("-
enabled mobile phones allow users to compose and send messages 
with one or more multimedia components (text, image, audio, video, 
animation). Lately, photo messaging has also been increasingly re-
alized by e-mail, !( (instant messaging) and other Internet-based 
media. 

However, as I am more interested in the communicative character-
istics of photo messaging than the various technologies involved, I 
do not limit the concept to any certain technology, service or appli-
cation. Photo messaging represents the whole phenomenon of com-
municating photographs interpersonally and directly from a photo-
graphic apparatus that is – importantly – connected to a telecommu-
nication network. 
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2   Frame of research

The study can be described as a qualitative literature review and as-
sessment, elaborated with an empirical case study. I assess the avail-
able literature on photo messaging, as well as relevant studies on 
camera phone photography and mobile communication, and situate 
them in a framework consisting of two themes: ritual communica-
tion and mediated presence. There is a need for such a focused frame-
work, as the di&erent studies on photo messaging have not yet been 
affiliated by using a common theoretical framework. Constructing 
this framework and assessing previous research in its context con-
stitute the main outcome of my study.

The logic of a qualitative literature review builds on the analysis 
of previously published research and a synthesis arising from this. 
A mere record of available literature would not qualify as a qualita-
tive literature review. (Kallio 2006) My research strategy consists of 
assessing and integrating previous research, re-examining an exist-
ing body of knowledge in the light of a new theoretical context, and 
thereby developing the study of photo messaging by showing con-
nections and patterns that have not been produced previously (see 
Hart 1998, 8, 110). 

The empirical case study focuses on the photo messaging practic-
es of a group of media students and sta& members at the Arcada Uni-
versity of Applied Science in Helsinki, Finland. It consists of a ques-
tionnaire with 54 students and 37 sta& members augmented by eight 
individual interviews. I utilize primarily the results from the inter-
views in my argumentation. 

The academic background of the dissertation is in communication 
studies. Photography can be e&ectively studied in conjunction with 
mobile communication when regarding it pre-eminently as commu-
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nication, although at the same time leaving many aspects of photo-
graphy outside the scope. 

The intellectual puzzle which instigated and initiated the study is: 
what kind of communicative practices can build up from the conver-
gence of a telephone and a camera? The disparity as well as the inter-
action between the phone and the camera in the camera phone leads 
to the main question of my study:

How are the conventions and practices of mobile phone communica-
tion manifested in interpersonal photographic communication when 
using camera phones?
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2.1   Theoretical framework 
My hypothesis is that the theoretical framework consisting of ritu-
al communication and mediated presence is focal in assessing the 
dominant communicative practices and conventions of photo mes-
saging. In the following section, I introduce ritual communication 
and mediated presence, and later, in chapters six and seven, I present 
my argumentation regarding the relevance of the framework.

2.1.1   Ritual communication
In conjoining the study of mobile communication and photography 
by means of communication theory I will apply the model of com-
munication formulated by communication theorist James W. Carey 
in 1975 in his essay A Cultural Approach to Communication (repub-
lished in Carey 1989), in which he distinguishes the ritual and the 
transmission view of communication. Carey derives the foundation 
of his framework from the remarks on communication by John Dew-  
ey, as well as religious origins (Carey 1989, 13–14). The general back-
ground of his thinking is in pragmatism and cultural studies (Mörä 
2004, 119).

According to Carey (1989), in the ritual view, communication is 
typ ified by such concepts as sharing, participation and fellowship. 
The ritual view exploits the mutual roots of the terms commonness, 
communion, community, and communication.2 It is close to the 
phatic mode of communication, which has its origins in the work of 
Roman Jacobson and Bronislaw Malinowski. The phatic function 
serves in maintaining a contact between communicators without 
necessarily exchanging meaningful information. 

By contrast, in the transmission view, communication is perceived 
as one-way transfer of messages, and defined by terms such as send-
ing, transmitting or giving information to others (Carey 1989). Com-
munication is conceived as a quite technical process of transmission 
of information or messages from the sender to the receiver. Com-
munication fails if the message distorts for some reason or other, if 
the informational content of the message is altered when communi-
cated from the sender to the receiver. 

The transmission view is closely related to the mass communica-
tion research (()*) tradition of communication research. It has 
been influenced by the classic formula of Harold Lasswell, describ-
2   The original word in Latin, communicare, can be translated “to make common”. 
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ing communication in terms of “who says what to whom in which 
channel with what e&ect”. The what (content), the who (control) and 
the whom (audience) matter equally. (Briggs & Burke 2002, 5) 

According to Carey (1989, 42) communication studies, especially 
in the United States, are grounded in the transmission view of com-
munication. Also Denis McQuail (1987, 42–43) notes how the line-
ar process of transfer from the sender to the receiver has been the 
predominant model or image of communication. Other areas as well, 
such as )() (computer mediated communication) research, have 
been criticized for the bias on transmission (e.g., concentrating on 
measuring the level and e'ciency of information exchange), instead 
of trying to understand how computers are used as tools for connec-
tion and community (see Matikainen 2006, 180–181; Jones 1995, 12). 
Yet, for example, the idea of social media and the conventions of so-
cial networking are connected firmly with the ritual view of commu-
nication – communication is notably about interaction, connection 
and communality.

It is important to note that the ritual and the transmission views 
are not mutually exclusive: ritual communication transmits infor-
mation, and transmissive communication has a ritualistic dimen-
sion. Carey’s approach could actually be considered as a call for a 
particular intellectual attitude of the communication discipline to-
ward itself and society. (Kadmon Sella 2007, 104–107) The ritual and 
the transmission view of communication are in fact views, conceptu-
al constructions for studying communication. A fully developed un-
derstanding of communication involves both the ritual view and the 
transmission view (Adam 2008, xvii). Carey (1989, 21–22) states that 
the ritual view “contends that one cannot understand these proc-
esses [of information transmission] aright except insofar as they are 
cast within an essentially ritualistic view of communication and so-
cial order”.

In my study, I utilize Carey’s model in its very basic form, as a sim-
plifying dichotomy. It is a useful framework that enjoys universal ap-
plicability (Kadmon Sella 2007, 104) and serves as a basic model for 
understanding communication. In fact, if the distinction between 
transmissive communication and ritual communication were ne-
glected, the distinctive value of photo messaging as photographic 
communication would remain hidden (Villi & Stocchetti 2010).

Zohar Kadmon Sella (2007) offers a review of the most significant 
developments in the idea of ritual communication in the past 35 
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years.3 According to Kadmon Sella (ibid.), the “journey” of ritual 
com  munication began with its introduction by James Carey in 1975 
as a metaphor for cultural commonality and social solidarity, then 
narrowed down to televised ceremonial ritual media events, was ex-
panded by Eric W. Rothenbuhler (1998) to all forms of socially sig-
nificant symbolic behaviour, and revealed its potential for the per-
formance of institutional cruelty in the rituals of excommunication 
(Carey 1998). 

While ritual communication has traditionally been perceived as 
uniting communities by reflecting and establishing shared mean-
ings, the concept has been enriched with notions of power, author-
ity and control. Importantly, alongside its integrative potentialities, 
ritual communication is acknowledged as a tool for undemocratic 
manipulation and as a socially divisive mechanism. (Kadmon Sella 
2007, 103) In his essay Political ritual on television: episodes in the 
history of shame, degradation and excommunication, Carey (1998, 42) 
presents such ritual acts that are designed to bring on a psychologi-
cal state of shame and a personal sense of unworthiness.

In order to further explicate ritual communication, in his book 
Ritual Communication: From Everyday Conversation to Mediated 
Ceremony, Rothenbuhler (1998, 4–5) makes a division between the 
use of the ritual as a noun and an adjective. On the one side are ritu-
als, rites and ceremonies as distinct events, and on the other, the rit-
ual aspects of otherwise ordinary and ongoing activities. This allows 
the study of communication rituals, as well as communication as a rit-
ual, the everyday interpersonal communication through which rela-
tionships are conducted. (ibid.) 

My own focus is precisely on communication as a ritual; instead of 
studying media rituals or media events – large-scale public, broad-
casted events (Couldry 2003, 60) – my centre of attention is strict-
ly on the ritual aspects of communication in the context of everyday 
interpersonal communication. 

2.1.2   Mediated presence
Another theme by which I conjoin the study on mobile communica-
tion and photography is mediated presence. Presence is a key con-
cept in the context of mobile communication studies in general.4 
3   See also Rothenbuhler 1998 for a useful review on how ritual has been applied in 
communication studies.

4   It is important to note that presence has been used in mobile communication stud-
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Kenneth J. Gergen (2002, 227) uses the term absent presence to de-
scribe the state where one is physically present, yet at the same time 
absorbed by a technologically mediated world elsewhere. Rich Ling 
(2004, 192) describes as remote presence the situation that arises 
when, with the aid of a mobile phone, a person has an ongoing sense 
of another person’s location. The antithesis of these mobile spac-
es or states can be described as full presence, the state of being ab-
sorbed and constituted by the immediacy of concrete, face-to-face 
relationships (Gergen 2002, 227). Presence in mobile communica-
tion is thus about being in contact with one another over physical 
distance – being socially present although being physically absent. 

Modern telecommunication technology is increasingly exploited 
in creating a sense of presence between physically separated com-
municators. Christian Licoppe (2004, 135) states that communica-
tion technologies are used in mediated relationships to substitute or 
compensate for the rarity of face-to-face interactions, the absence of 
our close ones. Actually, the aspect of tele in communication can be 
equated with absence. “The essence of tele-presence is that it is anti-
presence” (Manovich 1995c).

Presence as a theme has also been applied in studies on photogra-
phy, although often not by linking it to any theoretical context or con-
templating it deeply as a concept. A photograph embodies the possi-
bility of the object or person in the photograph being present for the 
viewer, offering mediated presence. It conveys the presence of the 
absent one, the object or person captured in the photograph. Thus, 
photography exemplifies the epistemological dialectic of presence 
and absence (Lister 2007, 353). Actually, as Göran Sonesson (1989, 
73) writes, “the whole point of photography is to offer us vicarious 
perceptual experience, that is, the illusion of having seen something 
without having been present at the scene”. In the presence mediat-
ed by a photograph, of great importance is the indexical5 relation be-
tween the photograph and the object photographed.

ies largely in isolation from the other research on the concept of presence, completed 
for example in studies on virtual environments, advanced broadcast and cinematic 
displays and teleoperation systems (IJsselsteijn & Riva 2003), as well as telemedi-
cine, entertainment and education (Mokka & Välkkynen 2002, 15). 

5   An index is a sign which refers to its object on the basis of having been actually 
connected to the object. The indexicality of the photograph has two parallel roots: 
the indexical sign (Charles Sanders Peirce) and objectivity (André Bazin). According 
to Peirce, photographs belong to the class of indexical signs characterized by a physi-
cal contact. (Laakso 2001, 21, 88)
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French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy (2005, 66) illustrates well the 
relationship between photography and presence:

The image gives presence. (…) But what is ‘giving presence’? 
Isn’t it giving what cannot be given: what is or is not? You are  
present or you are not. Nothing will give you presence except 
your arrival, which is no one or is yourself. (…) The image gives 
a presence that it lacks – since it has no other presence than 
the unreal one of its thin, film-like surface – and it gives it to 
something that, being absent, cannot receive it. (ibid.) 

The presence in relation to both mobile communication and photo-
graphy needs to be defined more accurately as mediated presence. This 
presence is not direct physical co-presence, but instead communi-
cated through a medium, mediated. Users of mobile communication 
technology are not present in other places by any physical means, 
but merely connected to one another using a communication device. 
They are present in the space of the communicative connection. Me-
diated presence rather represents an “as if ” presence: people can 
be connected to a remote location as if they were there themselves, 
they can talk on the phone as if they were sitting next to the other 
person (Huhtamo 1995, 95). Mediated presence merely emulates 
the experience of actually being in a remote place or with a remote 
other. This mediated presence is enabled especially by the various 
tele-technologies – television, radio, telephone and the Internet. 
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2.2   Motivation and contribution of the study
An extremely valuable concept in understanding how people will 
adapt and take use of new converged media appliances is cultural
form (Williams 1975/1990). Every medium (newspaper, television, 
telephone) has advanced and developed to answer certain commu-
nicational needs and uses. The cultural form of a medium has e volved 
in the actual use over decades, even centuries. The broad idea is that 
technological innovations and new applications and devices in the 
field of communication media do not enter a cultural and communi-
cational void. Linked to this is also the concept of remediation (Bol-
ter & Grusin 2000), which exemplifies the utilization of the conven-
tions, contents or aesthetics of one medium by another.

As the majority of new mobile phones include a camera, it is worth-
while to study the communicative functions of the camera in the 
phone. The camera is not just placed in an arbitrary communication 
device, but a device that is intrinsic to the history of personal telecom-
munication – the telephone. Although the inherent value of camera 
phone photography does not necessarily lie in the sending of images, 
I want to concentrate on this aspect of camera phone use.

Due to the novelty of camera phones and photo messaging, research 
in the field is in its early stages. The role of my doctoral thesis is im-
portant in further developing the concept of photo messaging, par-
ticularly in the context of communication studies. The thesis also 
makes a contribution by providing a review of the studies made on 
photo messaging during the last decade, offering new conceptual 
tools for studying visual mobile communication and elaborating the 
themes that have been introduced in previous studies.

This work is motivated by several marginal areas of study in com-
munication studies: telephone communication, mobile phone com-
munication, and personal photography. To begin with, the telephone 
is a quite universal telecommunication medium, but one that has 
been studied exiguously in communication studies, when compared, 
for instance, to the abundant amount of research on the television 
or the newspaper as media. No communication technology has been 
less studied in proportion to its significance than the telephone 
(Katz 2006, 115; see also Rice 1999, 25). 

Dimmick et al. (1994, 643–644) search for an explanation of this 
neglect in that the telephone represents mediated interpersonal com-
munication. The telephone has not interested scholars of interper-
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sonal communication, who have focused on face-to-face interaction; 
neither has the telephone interested communication researchers 
who have been more interested on mass communication than inter-
personal communication (see Katz & Aakhus 2002, 10; Lüders 2007, 
179). 

Of significance is also that the telephone is used mainly in situa- 
tions of quotidian bilateral interaction, the mundane life (Dimmick 
et al. 1994, 643–644; Geser 2005, 23). The telephone is, in a sense, in-
visible as a social object (Goggin 2006, 4). Telephone conversations 
have not been habitually recorded (except by intelligence agencies 
and the like) and therefore not easily studied afterwards by scholar-
ly means.

The mobile phone, as well, has received to date minor attention in 
communication studies, and humanities and social sciences in gen-
eral (Goggin 2008, 353), compared to its huge popularity and ubiq-
uitous nature. Already more than half of the global population uses 
a mobile phone for communication. In a sense, the mobile phone 
seems to have inherited from the landline telephone a lack of inter-
est by social scientists (Lasén 2002, 31). The neglect on the study of 
the mobile phone in communication studies is especially clear when 
compared to the number of studies made on Internet communica-
tion. The mobile phone might, then, gather more interest when it is 
connected to the global information networks, such as the Internet, 
and goes from being a technology of interpersonal communication 
to being used more in mass communication.

The mobile phone culture is very much regarded as low, vulgar cul-
ture of the masses (Goggin 2006, 205), and therefore overlooked in 
research. In the same sense, study on personal photography has been 
marginal when compared to, for instance, art photography. There 
exists a relatively extensive discussion of professional photographic 
practices but relatively few accounts of personal photography (Price 
& Wells 1997, 17). The ordinary photographs captured by everyday 
folk have been excluded from photography’s history, and most stud-
ies have focused on the artistic ambitions of the medium (Batchen 
2001, 57). Also in Finland, the majority of studies on photography 
have concentrated on art photography (Pienimäki 2007, 48).

Importantly, the history of photography focuses more on photo-
graphs as objects, reified for their aesthetic qualities, and not so much 
on photographic communication (Wells 1997, 201). This has led to 
leaving the uses of photography as a part of people’s everyday life 



26       visual mobile communication

and personal communication to a great extent out of consideration in 
the main corpus of studies on photography. This is surprising, given 
the scale of vernacular photography. The great majority of photo-
graphs are taken and shared by ordinary people, yet they are much 
neglected as objects of study. A notable exception to this is the tradi-
tion in the study of photography that has been influential in Britain 
since the 1970s (Seppänen 2001b, 19).

One more motivation for my study is that the emphasis in commu-
nication studies has been on verbal communication at the expense 
of visual communication (Becker 2004, 149–150; Döring et al. 2006, 
197). Communication scholars consider the use of language as the 
paradigm case of communication (Jacobs 2002, 213). In my view, it 
is critical to study visual communication especially in the context of 
interpersonal communication.
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2.3   Mobile communication  
as a field of research
Mobile communication is manifested as mobile access to communi-
cation means and, increasingly, as perpetual connection to others. 
According to Castells et al. (2007, 92, 248), it is the permanent and 
ubiquitous form of connectivity that is the key feature in mobile com-
munication, rather than motion or mobility. The mobile phone is no 
longer solidly a substitute for the landline phone in situations when 
people are on the move, but o&ers rather the capacity to access the 
communication network from any place at any time (ibid.). The mo-
bile phone is then predominantly about providing means for person-
al telecommunication. 

During the last decade the mobile phone has gradually turned into 
a portable, small computer. Actually, the personal computer (+)) 
can soon be seen as an adjunct of the mobile phone, rather than vice 
versa (Levinson 2004, 28–29; Agar 2003, 97). The mobile phone 
serves increasingly as a device that connects the user to the World 
Wide Web and other communication and information services and 
platforms enabled by the Internet; it is more a connection with the 
world than just a connection to another person. 

These views illustrate how mobile communication is a rather di-
verse and extensive field of study. 6 In order to limit the scope of my 
thesis to a reasonable scale, I will not discuss the di&erent societal 
domains – technology, politics, economy, legislation, globalization 

– related to the growing importance of mobility in communication, 
and in society in general, but rather focus exclusively on the uses of 
mobile phone in the context of interpersonal and intimate relations. 
Neither will I explicitly discuss the influence of the cultural context, 
gender or age in mobile communication. Yet, it has to be taken into 
account that many of the observations on mobile communication 
and photo messaging expressed in this study are possibly related to 
the age, gender or cultural background of the communicators.7

The literature on mobile communication that I utilize in my study 
has its scholarly context for the most part in social sciences. The 
6   Valuable reviews of research on mobile communication can be found in Castells  
et al. 2007 and Goggin 2008, and on mobile technology in Hagen et al. 2005.

7   For a study on mobile phone use in developing countries, see e.g. Donner 2005; 
Horst & Miller 2006; Sooryamoorthy et al. 2008; Donner 2008; Overå 2008; Portus 
2008. For discussion on the significance of gender in mobile communication see e.g. 
Ling 2004; Lee 2005; Hjorth 2005a; Hjorth 2007.
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focus in the studies is predominantly on the use of mobile phones 
in developed countries. Another characteristic is that many studies 
focus on young people. One explanation for this trend is that adoles-
cents and young adults are among the most assiduous consumers of 
mobile technology and are quite willing to cooperate in studies (For-
tunati & Cianchi 2006, 204). 

In my study, I refer to several articles published in edited volumes 
concentrating on diverse aspects of mobile communication. These 
include Perpetual Contact: Mobile Communication, Private Talk, Pub-
lic Performance (Katz & Aakhus 2002); Machines That Become Us: 
The Social Context of Personal Communication Technology (Katz 
2003); Mobile Communications: Re-negotiation of the Social Sphere 
(Ling & Pedersen 2005); Thumb Culture: The Meaning of Mobile 
Phones for Society (Glotz et al. 2005); Personal, Portable, Pedestri-
an: Mobile Phones in Japanese Life (Ito et al. 2005); Mobile Commu-
nications in Everyday Life: Ethnographic Views, Observations and Re-
flections (Höflich & Hartmann 2006); Mobile Media 2007 (Goggin & 
Hjorth 2007); and Handbook of Mobile communication studies (Katz 
2008). 

The series of publications edited by Kristóf Nyíri, including A Sense 
of Place: The Global and the Local in Mobile Communication (Nyíri 
2005); Mobile Understanding: The Epistemology of Ubiquitous Com-
munication (Nyíri 2006); and Integration and Ubiquity: Towards a 
Philosophy of Telecommunications Convergence (Nyíri 2008) o&er a 
variety of thematic viewpoints on mobile communication. Of these, 
the most valuable contributions for my study can be found in the 
volume A Sense of Place: The Global and the Local in Mobile Commu-
nication (Nyíri 2005), as it contains several valuable articles on mul-
timedia messaging (Ling & Julsrud 2005; Koskinen 2005a; Oksman 
2005; Scifo 2005). 

As a form of mobile communication, text messaging is an indispen-
sable point of comparison for photo messaging. It is hard to find a 
pronouncedly theoretical analysis of the concept of text message, at 
least in the context of communication studies. Mostly, text messag-
ing is defined by the technological platform: it is explained simply as 

“using a mobile phone to send a message” (Grinter & Eldridge 2001; 
2003) and often linked axiomatically to "(" technology.8 

8   Several articles in edited books such as Katz & Aakhus 2002a; Harper et al. 2005; 
Nyíri 2005, and other texts such as Grinter & Eldridge 2003; Kasesniemi 2003;  
Kopomaa 2005 focus on the uses and typologies of text messaging.
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As my interest is on the use of mobile phones in intimate and in-
terpersonal communicative situations – the micro-interactions of 
daily life – the work by Rich Ling (2004; 2007; 2008a) has been of 
great importance, in particular his book New Tech, New Ties: How 
Mobile Communication is Reshaping Social Cohesion (2008a). The 
writings of Christian Licoppe (2003; 2004) and Gerard Goggin 
(2006) have also provided valuable insights into the modalities of 
mobile phone use.

Ling (2008a, 163–169) o&ers an extensive review of the dominance 
of intimate relations in mobile communication. Observations from 
other studies also confirm that mobile phone users are in contact 
mostly with their intimate ones, people who they already have a re-
lation to. A salient characteristic of the mobile phone as an interper-
sonal communication device is that it facilitates an insular life in the 
intimate sphere, interaction within small, familiar, intimate groups 
(Ling 2004, 111, 192; Ling 2007; Fortunati 2002, 515; Habuchi 2005, 
178; Höflich 2005, 128; Matsuda 2005b, 139; Wei & Lo 2006, 68). Also 
in developing countries – such as Rwanda – where mobile phone com-
munication is in its early stages, the majority of calls are with family or 
friends, rather than with business contacts (Donner 2005, 41–42; see 
also Castells et al. 2007, 219).
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2.4   Literature on photo messaging
The first mobile phone with a built-in digital camera was introduced 
in Japan in July 1999 (Okada 2005, 56). The first ((" messages 
were sent in 2001. However, as early as November 2000, J-Phone in 
Japan o&ered the Sha-mail (photo mail) service, making it possible 
to send photographs from the mobile phone (Okabe & Ito 2006, 80). 
In Finland, the sending of ((" messages was introduced to the pub-
lic in 2002.

Even though I do not limit photo messaging to ((" messaging, 
((" as a technological platform is still in the core of the study. Many 
relevant studies on photo messaging have concentrated on ((" 
messaging, as in the first part of the 00s Internet and mobile commu- 
nication had not fully began to converge, and hence ((" messaging 
via mobile phone networks was practically the only available means 
for photo messaging. 

During the course of the study, I implemented a systematic and 
wide-ranging exploration and collection of studies on photo mes-
saging, encompassing research conducted between 1997 and 2008. 
I began by reviewing studies available via the ,)( digital library 9. I 
continued the search by carefully inspecting the references to other 
research relating to photo messaging. I began to note certain stud-
ies surfacing repeatedly. I terminated the systematic search for new 
studies on photo messaging in autumn 2008.

I reviewed the available research10 on photo messaging especial-
ly from a non-technological perspective, that is, focusing on stud-
ies that discuss social behaviour related to photo messaging, rath-
er than its technological aspects. The main corpus of literature in-
cludes texts written by social scientists that have been published as 
chapters or articles in edited books on mobile communication (e.g. 
Scifo 2005; Oksman 2005; Rivière 2005; Döring et al. 2006), a few 
monographs (Koskinen et al. 2002; Koskinen 2007), and articles in 
journals or papers published in conference proceedings (e.g. Mäkelä 
et al. 2000; Kindberg et al. 2005a). The reasonably small number of 
empirical studies on photo messaging means that I have not needed 

9   ,)( (Association for Computing Machinery) provides a large selection of journals 
and proceedings papers on new communication technology, www.acm.org.

10   Possibly a significant part of the research on photo messaging has been done in an 
industry setting, and has thus been out of my reach for reasons related to corporate 
confidentiality.
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to knowingly exclude any research on the communicative aspects of 
photo messaging from the study. 

In the following, I will review the studies on photo messaging and 
sharing of camera phone photographs most utilized in my argumen-
tation when discussing the conventions and practices of photo mes-
saging. In all, Finland has been on the forefront of research in the field. 
The first research projects on photo messaging were implemented 
even before ((" messaging was introduced. The pioneering study 
project, Maypole, in 1997–1999 was conducted in Finland and Austria 
by Anu Mäkelä, Verena Giller, Manfred Tscheligi and Reinhard Sefe-
lin. The four-week field trial included a group of four 12-year-old 
Finnish boys and a family in Vienna with four children and a grand-
mother. The main user group was therefore children. (Mäkelä et al. 
2000, 548–550)

The focus in the Maypole field trial was on communication with 
digital images over a wireless network and the cultural and personal 
meanings of using images as a communicational resource. A proto-
type device was developed consisting of a camera, an interface mod-
ule, and a laptop in a rucksack. The functions of the prototype were 
limited to communicating pictures. According to the researchers, 
the possibility to use text or audio would have biased the results. The 
main finding was that images were mainly used for joking, express-
ing emotions and creating art. (Mäkelä et al. 2000) According to Kos- 
kinen et al. (2002), the hard-edged focus on visual communication 
had an e&ect on these results.

The other pioneering study on photo messaging is the Mobile Im-
age study done by two sociologists and an industrial designer – Ilpo 
Kos kinen, Turo-Kimmo Lehtonen and Esko Kurvinen (Koskinen 
et al. 2002) – in Finland in 1999–2000. The subjects in the study 
could send photographs via e-mail, using a mobile phone and a dig-
ital camera connected with an infrared link. The study included four 
user groups with five members in each, studied for approximately 
2–3 months. The analysis focused on two groups, one consisting of 
men and the other of women. Those groups sent altogether 371 mes-
sages containing 1 to 16 photographs each. The focus in the study 
was on the messages themselves – how people construct them, and 
how messages interact with other messages. The images commu-
nicated during the study were also automatically sent to one of the 
researchers. The data was complemented with two rounds of inter-
views. (ibid.) 
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Mobile Image is an ethnomethodologically oriented study. The 
focus was on interaction, on how messages are constructed and re-
sponded to; each message is shaped by the context in which it takes 
place, while it simultaneously reshapes that context. The research-
ers state quite clearly the importance of interaction in mobile multi-
media: “((" is not just a technology for interaction; interaction is an 
essential phenomenon to be studied if we want to understand mo-
bile multimedia.” (Koskinen 2005b; Koskinen & Kurvinen 2005a; 
see also Koskinen 2007, 105; Kurvinen 2007) 

Both Maypole and Mobile Image can be called design studies – 
studies of technology that does not yet exist on the marketplace. De-
sign studies offer a unique opportunity to combine technology, de-
sign and behavioural issues to inform technology and service devel-
opment. (Koskinen 2005b)

Another ethnomethodologically oriented study made in Finland 
on photo messaging is the Radiolinja study, conducted in 2002 by 
Ilpo Koskinen, Katja Battarbee and Esko Kurvinen. The users were 
given (("-enabled phones. In the study, three mixed-gender groups 
(7, 7, and 11 members) were followed for five weeks. Overall, users 
sent over 4,000 messages, of which over 2,000 were unique, the rest 
being duplicates in group messages or recycled messages. (Koskinen 
2003, 645; Koskinen 2005a, 342–343; Koskinen 2005b) The Radi-
olinja study, too, stressed the significance of interaction. For exam-
ple, an analysis of a random sample of 100 messages from the Radio-
linja data showed that 32 percent of ((" messages referred explicit-
ly to a previous message (Koskinen 2003, 646–647). 

A research group at the University of Tampere in Finland (report-
ed by Virpi Oksman 2005; 2006) began to chart developments in the 
usage of mobile communication in 1997. They utilized two di&erent 
types of ethnographic research design: field experiments and lon-
gitudinal follow-up study of the phenomenon through thematic in-
terviews and observation. They analyzed the cultural attitudes that 
users of various age groups have in relation to mobile media, data 
communication and value-added services. They also carried out 
field experiments with key informants using 3- phones, detailing 
the usage situations of daily life. (Oksman 2006, 103–104) 

After 2002, the study of ((" communication became an impor-
tant aspect of the Tampere research (Oksman 2005, 349). The study 
concentrated on early adopters who had independently acquired an 
(("-enabled phone. The focus was on the free-time oriented use of 
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mobile media. Thematic interviews were conducted with some 300 
people. Other methods included the observation of the use of mobile 
media in various situations, as well as analysis of the material pro-
duced by the study subjects. (ibid.)

Oksman (2005, 360–361) concludes their research on ((" mes-
saging by stating that, at that time, the perceived identity of the cam-
era in the camera phone was primarily that of a ubiquitous digital 
camera or a miniature photo album, and not a visual communication 
medium. Real interactivity and image sociability could not yet be de-
tected in ((" communication.

Other Finnish studies that have focused on communicating cam-
era phone photographs, although not explicitly on photo messaging, 
are MobShare (Sarvas et al. 2004; Sarvas et al. 2005), the study re-
ported by Vihavainen et al. (2007), and the study by Heli Rantavuo 
(2007; 2008; 2009), completed at the University of Art and Design 
Helsinki. Rantavuo carried out an empirical study for her doctoral 
research in 2006 with sixteen Finnish camera phone photographers. 
She utilized interviews, photographs and diaries. Based on the in-
terviews, she concluded that camera phone photographs gain their 
meaning through connections to media and communication beyond 
mobile technologies. (Rantavuo 2009)

In their study, Vihavainen et al. (2007) interviewed ten people on 
their photographic practices, use of information technology, and 
social networks. Importantly, the researchers also implemented a 
web-based questionnaire that was distributed through three Finn-
ish websites and had 12,532 respondents (ibid.). The study on Mob-
Share (Sarvas et al. 2004) – a mobile picture sharing, archiving and 
managing application – focused on the sharing of camera phone 
photographs on the web within a circle of acquaintances.

On the international level, a widely cited study relating partly to 
photo messaging has been the research project guided by Tim Kind-
berg at Hewlett-Packard and Microsoft (Kindberg et al. 2004; Kind-
berg et al. 2005a; Kindberg et al. 2005b; Spasojevic 2005). The study 
was conducted in 2004 with 34 subjects (9 youths and 10 adults in 
the ./ and 4 youths and 11 adults in the ."). It revolved around the 
collection and examination of actual images captured or received by 
camera phone users, combined with two rounds of in-depth inter-
views. Subjects were asked to bring their camera phones to both in-
terviews, and a random selection of the images was chosen for clos-
er examination. The researchers discussed together with the partici-
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pants the contents of the images, the intentions behind taking them, 
and their uses. The researchers collected data on altogether 303 
photographs. (Kindberg et al. 2004) It has to be noted that the ma-
jority of the images were not shared remotely but used rather for co-
present sharing or strictly personal use.

The primary interest in the study was in finding out motives for 
capturing and sharing images. The researchers distinguished two 
motives for taking mobile photographs: a&ective and functional rea-
sons. A!ective is used for images which have been captured for some 
sentimental or emotional reason. By contrast, functional images are 
those taken to support a particular, more pragmatic or practical task. 
The results show that the a&ective reasons for image capture clear-
ly outweigh functional reasons: 84 percent against 19 percent of the 
images.11 The researchers also divided the corpus of captured imag-
es between such dimensions as social versus individual intentions, 
as well as sharing with people who were co-present at the time of 
image capture versus sharing with people who were not physically 
present. (Kindberg et al. 2004)

Insights into photo messaging have also been offered by Laris-
sa Hjorth (2005a; 2005b; 2007) and Bo Gai (2007). Hjorth (2005a; 
2005b) conducted a survey in Australia in 2004 with 20 respond-
ents – students, administrators and sta& from the University of Mel-
bourne, with ages ranging from 20 to 50. She followed these up with 
in-depth interviews with six users, her interest being in the role of 
the mobile phone in their everyday rituals. Notably, the great major-
ity of the 20 subjects were still non-camera phone users at the time. 
In another study, Hjorth (2007) carried out an ethnographic, four-
month-long study with 34 South Korean university students, asking 
them to analyze and comment on their own mobile phone practices. 
Instead of using ((", the subjects preferred to share their camera 
phone photographs via a community-based online network.

Gai (2007) conducted in-depth interviews with 16 camera phone 
users in Beijing, combined with the collection and examination of 
photographs saved by the informants. The focus in the study was on 
how the camera phone influences users’ personal and social experi-
ences. In the analysis, photo taking was categorized into functional 
and non-functional use, and photo sharing into distant transmission 
and co-present sharing.

11   The total of 103 percent is a consequence of three percent of the images having 
been captured with both an a&ective and functional intention.
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Studies that focus more deliberately on photo messaging include 
the research project directed by Fausto Colombo and Barbara Scifo, 
carried out by a workgroup of the Osservatorio sulla Comunicazione 
at Università Cattolica in Milan, Italy (Scifo 2005). It involved 70 
male and female participants ranging in age from teenagers to young 
adults. The fieldwork was conducted in June–July and September–
October 2003. The study utilized five focus groups and in-depth and 
non-directional interviews, added with a socio-linguistic analysis of 
a sample of photographs taken and sent with camera phones. The 
results demonstrate that the camera phone has significance on two 
di&erent levels of experience: on the level of socialization, it repre-
sents a new communication resource that can be invested in one’s 
peer group and in one’s relationships, while on an individual level, 
the camera phone represents a new form of extension of one’s expe-
rience and memory. (ibid.)

Researchers lead by Nicola Döring (Döring et al. 2006) at the Insti-
tute of Media and Communication Science at the Ilmenau University 
of Technology studied ((" messages and e-mails focusing on a large 
collective of German-speaking respondents (112 persons, aged 14 to 
51). By using a protocol questionnaire, the respondents supplied de-
tailed information concerning 603 e-mails with image attachments 
and 342 ((" messages. The data included the precise text and image 
content, information concerning the communicational framework, 
and a subjective interpretation of the messages. The messages were 
categorized on the basis of a content analysis taken from previous 
research on ((" messaging. Utilizing the categories introduced in 
Kindberg et al. (2004), Döring et al. (2006, 197) show that ((" mes-
sages primarily fulfil an affective function within close social rela-
tionships. The authors relate a&ective messages to the exchange of 
feelings, strengthening social relationships and enhancing the sense 
of belonging (ibid., 202). 

Carole Rivière (2005) bases her views on a study carried out in Ja-   
pan as part of a larger study by France Telecom. A series of semi-struc-
tured interviews lasting approximately two hours were held with 41 
people in 2002. The interviews focused on the motives for using mo-
bile phones and the situations in which people use them. Based on 
the results Rivière stresses photography’s new social function, the 
feeling of an “image of being together”. She considers the possibili-
ties brought about by camera phones as something focal: “Combin-
ing a mobile telephone with a camera significantly transforms pho-
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tography’s social function by integrating the possibility of producing 
and exchanging photographs with an interpersonal communication 
medium.” (ibid., 171) Rivière’s study shares many themes with my 
own work, such as the intimate role of the image in interpersonal re-
lationships. However, one notable di&erence is her emphasis on the 
role of the image in the development of the self and the identification 
process.

Rich Ling and Tom Julsrud (2005) organized a field trial on ((" 
use in Norway among three different groups of users: mobile sales-
people for a soft-drink company, real-estate salespeople and a team 
of carpenters. The selection of these groups was based on the idea 
that they need to communicate visual information. They were given 
a camera phone and free access to ((" for a period of six months. 
Data was collected in group interviews, individual interviews and via 
observations. In addition, ((" messages were collected to allow an 
insight into the actual types of use. Ling and Julsrud identify five dif-
ferent genres of ((": documentation of work-related objects, visu-
alization of details, snapshots, postcards and greetings, and chain-
messages. (ibid.)

The other studies on visual mobile communication have largely fo-
cused on communicating photographs to the web, instead of com-
municating photographs from phone to phone. The ((( (Mobile 
Media Metadata) studies guided by Nancy Van House at the School 
of Information at .) Berkeley (Van House et al. 2005; Van House & 
Davis 2005; Wilhelm et al. 2004; Davis et al. 2005) represent an ex-
periment on web-based photo sharing from a camera phone. In 2003, 
the research group introduced the first system, the (((1, to 55 peo-
ple for a four-month trial. The system enabled image annotation at 
the point of capture. Based on findings from (((1, it was learned 
that, in addition to capture, sharing is a key point in the mobile media 
lifecycle. (Wilhelm et al. 2004)

The follow-up (((2 study consisted of a six-month trial with 60 
users. Some used the system for as long as 10 months. There was a re-
markable increase in camera phone use between (((1 and (((2, 
for which there appears to be a variety of contributing factors: better 
image quality of the photographs, increased familiarity with cam-
era phones, automatic background uploading of photographs to the 
web and the availability of a better sharing system for images. (Van 
House & Davis 2005) The major significance of the (((2 study is 
the large amount of visual data gathered, as during the study the 
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users captured and uploaded more than 24,000 images. Both ((( 
studies benefit from the length of the study, and the number of users 
involved. They pay serious attention to sociability as a driving force 
in mobile multimedia (Koskinen 2005b).

Studies on camera phones made in Japan by Mizuko Ito and Dais-
uke Okabe also prove useful for research on photo messaging. One of 
their studies (Okabe 2004; 2005) involved two high school students, 
eight college students, two housewives, and three professionals in 
their early thirties. Oriented by ethnography, Okabe and Ito used in-
terviews and camera phone diaries (diary-based studies of mobile 
phone use included with a record of photographs captured, received 
and shared). Every participant was asked to submit his or her latest 
ten pictures. The researchers highlight personal archiving, intimate 
sharing, and peer-to-peer news and sharing as patterns of camera 
phone use (Okabe 2004). 

In the other study by Ito and Okabe (Ito 2005b), a field trial was con-
ducted where five college students were provided with handsets with 
which they could capture and upload photos to a private moblog.12 
The trial ran for two weeks. The outcome of the study was that, by 
using mobile technology, the couples had an ambient, shared visual 
context of which they were jointly aware, even when they were phys-
ically apart. (ibid.) 

The only extensive volumes concentrating on photo messaging (or 
more generally on mobile multimedia) are the book based on the Mo-
bile Image study (Koskinen et al. 2002) and Mobile Multimedia in 
Action by Ilpo Koskinen (2007). By mobile multimedia, Koskinen 
(ibid.) refers to a set of technologies that enable people to capture, 
send and receive photographs, sounds and video. Mobile Multimedia 
in Action is based on the Mobile Image and Radiolinja studies.

In the following, I aim to evaluate the studies that offer the key 
findings for the research on photo messaging. I introduce a hierarchy 
based on the amount of data collected, the number of participants 
included and the length of the study. I classify the studies in a ranked 
order, rounding off with the studies I consider to provide the most 
substantial data.

12   The publishing of camera phone photographs on the web has been labelled as 
moblogging. The main di&erence between moblogs and weblogs is that moblogs are 
uploaded and maintained from mobile devices and consist mainly of mobile phone 
photographs (see e.g. Döring & Gundolf 2005, 212; Jacucci et al. 2005).
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Maypole is significant for being the first study made on photo mes-
saging and for breaking new ground, but in terms of data gathered, it 
is minor. The same is true for the studies by Okabe and Ito, especial-
ly in relation to the number of respondents. 

The study by Rivière presents information collected from a rea-
sonably large number of subjects. It consists of only one round of in-
terviews, and thus its orientation is not in a longitudinal follow-up. 
The study reported by Scifo also involves a considerable number of 
respondents but does not concentrate on gathering a large sample of 
photographs. The study by Ling and Julsrud has a long time span but 
a rather small number of subjects. The research by the group lead by 
Döring o&ers detailed information on almost 1,000 photo messages. 
The study relies only on a questionnaire and does not utilize inter-
views in order to augment the data.

The Mobile Image and Radiolinja studies lasted from five weeks 
to several months and had both over 20 respondents. The research-
ers were able to utilize a large number of photographs. The value of 
the Mobile Image study also lies in the fact that Koskinen and his 
colleagues elaborate their results in a full monograph based on the 
study, instead of producing only shorter scientific articles. 

The study by Kindberg and his research group focuses on roughly 
the same number of subjects as the Mobile Image study, but presents 
fewer photographs acquired from them. Its merit is that the research-
ers discussed all of the over 300 photographs with the respondents. 

The strength of the study reported by Oksman is in its large num-
ber of respondents. However, research on photo messaging is only 
one aspect of the study, and its o&ering is more oriented toward the 
study of mobile communication and camera phones in general. 

The most data was produced in the ((( studies. The studies last-
ed for a reasonably long time and the number of images gathered 
was large in comparison to the other studies I have reviewed. How-
ever, the focus was not explicitly on photo messaging; the partici-
pants shared photographs through a web-based photo-sharing sys-
tem, which did not represent strictly interpersonal, one-to-one photo 
sharing. Yet, the data presented by the research group at .) Berke-
ley on the sharing of camera phone photographs is solid.

What is common for studies on photo messaging is that they have 
not used statistics on large segments of camera phone users. In gen-
eral, the studies can be characterized as interpretive: the overall aim 
has been to describe and understand rather than explain or predict 
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the practices and conventions (Koskinen 2005b). The researchers 
have explored actual users through interviews, by discussing mes-
sages they have taken, and sometimes by observing them (ibid.). 

Many of the studies share an ethnomethodological or ethnograph-
ic orientation. From an ethnomethodological standpoint, the social 
world’s facticity is accomplished by way of members’ constitutive 
interactional work. In a manner of speaking, ethnomethodologists 
focus on how members actually do social life. (Holstein & Gubrium 
2005, 486) Ethnomethodology encourages looking at people’s every-
day ways of producing orderly social interaction. It is the documen-
tary method of interpretation. (Silverman 2001, 3–4)

Ethnography is based on observational work in particular settings 
(Silverman 2000, 37). The ethnographic methods utilized in certain 
studies on photo messaging do not represent the anthropological 
tradition, in which ethnographic fieldwork usually means living with 
and living like the people studied. However, as Oksman (2006, 105) 
well points out, when examining the use of the mobile phone in con-
temporary society, researchers are already living amidst the studied 
phenomenon.

The study at hand shares the interpretive approach. My contribu-
tion to the research on photo messaging is to present new qualitative 
data and, importantly, to offer a consistent reading and a unifying 
framework in which to assess the results and insights presented in 
previous studies. For this task, I apply the ritual view of communica-
tion and the concept of mediated presence. 

In relation to research on photography, my goal is to superimpose 
canonized works and theories of photography on the new conven-
tions of photography a&ected by telecommunication technology. Al-
though Roland Barthes and the others studied an analogue, material 
photograph, it is feasible to apply their insights on the new immate-
rial and networked forms of photography and photographic commu-
nication.
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2.5   The Arcada study
I refer to my empirical case study as the Arcada study, as it was car-
ried out with students and sta& members at the Arcada University of 
Applied Science in Helsinki, Finland. The Arcada University o&ers 
education in the fields of sport, health care, social services, business 
administration, media and technology.13 

The function of the Arcada study is to link the theoretical insights 
to actual practices of photo messaging among a selected group of 
subjects (see Eskola & Suoranta 2003, 178–179). The role of the Arca-
da study is not inductive, as the main themes and concepts evolved 
during the earlier stages of the research, before I began to work on 
the empirical study. 

The Arcada study consists of quantitative and qualitative parts: a 
questionnaire and a set of study interviews. The qualitative part plays 
a much greater role in the study, as the quantitative data obtained by 
the questionnaire was used primarily to provide background infor-
mation on the study group and to assist in sampling the interviewees.

Altogether 91 respondents took the questionnaire and eight sub-
jects participated in the interviews. The language of both the ques-
tionnaire and the interviews was English, because I wanted to ob-
tain material which would not require translating into English. In 
addition, the two classes at Arcada from which I acquired the stu-
dent respondents were held in English. The interviewees had a good 
command of English, and only one interviewee wished to do the in-
terview in Finnish. Most of the Arcada participants spoke Swedish 
as their mother tongue, thus representing a language minority in 
Finland.

The student and the staff groups were both presented with the 
questionnaire first. The students answered the questionnaire dur-
ing lectures on 27th November 2006 and 7th December 2006. The Ar-
cada staff answered the questionnaire online in May 2007. All stu-
dents attending class on those days took the questionnaire. With the 
Arcada sta&, the questionnaire was directed at the whole sta&, a part 
of whom answered. In this sense, I did not explicitly choose 91 per-
sons to fill out the questionnaire. Neither did I explore for diversity 
in gender or geography when electing the study subjects.

13   http://www.arcada.fi/en/about-arcada
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The student group consisted of first and second year media stu-
dents attending the course Critical Media Analysis at Arcada. Their 
average age was 23 (age range 19–41). Of the students 33 were male 
and 21 female. The professions of the Arcada sta& members were re-
lated to teaching, research and administrative duties. Their average 
age was 44 (age range 22–62). The sta& group included 37 persons of 
whom 17 were male and 20 female. 

Although I collected data from two age groups, I did not process 
them separately. A strict sorting would have made sense only if the 
practices or experiences of photo messaging had been radically dif-
ferent from one group to the other. However, the results from the 
questionnaire did not show evidence of this. 

In the questionnaire the participants described their skills as users 
of new communication technology as being between skilful and av-
erage. The students had been using a mobile phone on average for 
eight years, the sta& members for twelve years (there were some truly 
early adopters who had used a mobile phone for the first time in the 
1980s). There were no radical di&erences between the two groups in 
regard to the functions of the mobile phone they use, although play-
ing games on the mobile phone was clearly more popular with the 
students, while the share of mobile web and e-mail use was higher 
among the sta& members. Surprisingly, only 15 people (17 percent of 
the respondents) reported using the mobile phone for accessing the 
web and just four (4.4%) used mobile e-mail. Four respondents were 
(still) using %,+. 21 respondents (12 students and 9 sta& members) 
reported using their mobile phones only for calling or sending text 
messages. Half (53%) of the respondents owned a mobile phone with 
a camera. However, many of the camera phone owners had not sent 
photo messages, as only 32 percent of all the respondents acknowl-
edged having used ((". 

The questionnaire is attached as appendix 1. During analysis, I col-
lated the data under the headings mobile phone use, camera use, cam-
era phone use, sharing photographs, sending and receiving MMS mes-
sages, contents of MMS messages and storage of MMS messages.14

Based on the results from the questionnaire, I decided to interview  
eight people, four students and four sta& members, five of whom were 
male and three female. All of them were Finnish citizens. The age 

14   In 2006–2007, mobile Internet use was still rare in Finland and, consequently, 
sending camera phone photographs via e-mail or !( was uncommon. Therefore, 
the questionnaire concentrated solely on the use of ((" in photo messaging. 
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range was between 21 and 59. The only qualitative information I ob-
tained from the eight subjects was through the interviews, as I did 
not utilize any autodocumentary contents or recording of their ac-
tivities. I refer to the interviewees by using pseudonyms. 

The sampling procedure for the interviewees was purposive (Sil-
verman 2000, 104). It consisted of searching the questionnaire data 
for good informants – people who have actually sent ((" messag-
es, and especially people who have sent at least a few messages per 
year. The main objective was to find actual users of photo messaging, 
so that their views would not be only hypothetical but arise from au-
thentic conventions. I did not aspire to representativeness with re-
gard to some larger population or even to the Arcada group consist-
ing of 91 respondents. 

The first of the student interviewees, Kasper (aged 21), was special-
izing in digital multimedia at Arcada. He described having a close 
relationship with photography: he had previously worked as a pho-
tographer at a local newspaper and also taken promotional pictures 
for music bands. Lotta (aged 21) was specializing in digital multime-
dia as well. She had begun photographing only when she entered Ar-
cada and had captured photographs just for personal pleasure. She 
was a habitual photographer, describing her habits as “taking pic-
tures for fun, from parties and di&erent occasions”. Like Kasper and 
Lotta, Joakim (aged 23) was specializing in digital multimedia. For 
him, photography was a hobby, and he usually carried both a normal 
camera and a camera phone with him. He mentioned having photo-
graphed for a friend, who is a fashion designer. Mikael (aged 21) was 
a student of media culture. He had studied some photography but 
had not published photographs. He might take several hundred pho-
tographs in a day, and then nothing for a long time. He preferred bet-
ter digital cameras to mobile phones.

Anja (aged 55) worked at Arcada as director of a study programme. 
She used to take pictures of family and nature, as well travel photo-
graphs. She did not have any experience in professional photogra-
phy. Kjell (aged 52) was a programme director at Arcada. He photo-
graphed regularly, on several days a week, and had also developed 
photographs by himself. Thus, he explained his photographic hab-
its as being more than just snapshot photography. However, he had 
not published photographs. The youngest of the Arcada staff mem-
bers was Ulla (aged 35), a teacher in the media technology depart-
ment. She stated photographing all that she sees. She also had a cus-
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tom of building pictorial archives; she had archived plants, and at 
the time of the interview she used to archive 0% Kleinbuses. Bengt 
(59) worked at Arcada as research coordinator. He used to photo-
graph every second week. He took a lot of pictures on travels but also 
photographed his grandchildren when he met them.

Despite the purposive sampling, the views of the interviewees were 
not based on vast experience or a habit of photo messaging. None of 
the interviewees was a heavy user or extremely enthusiastic about 
photo messaging. Based on the estimates given in the questionnaire, of 
the eight interviewees only two (Kasper and Bengt) usually sent more 
than 10 ((" messages per month. The rest sent only a few messages 
monthly or might spend months without sending any messages. By 
contrast, many of the interviewees were interested in photography, 
probably more so than the average camera phone user.

The student interviews were conducted in February 2007, and the 
staff members were interviewed between June and August 2007. 
The interviews were conducted one-to-one. At the beginning of every 
interview, I asked for consent to use the interview material in my 
study. 

I utilized a semi-structured model for the interviews. In advance, I 
prepared a form with a set of questions divided into themes, which I 
then presented to all of the interviewees. The main themes in the in-
terviews were time and distance, interpersonal communication, ritual 
and transmission, photography and communication.15 

The dialogue during the interviews was staged according to a the-
matic, topic-centred structure (Mason 2002, 62–63). All the inter-
views followed the same structure and the themes were discussed in 
the same order. I wanted the interviewees to continue their thoughts 
along new lines as well, and asked them to elaborate on certain 
themes that seemed interesting, and to express reflective and criti-
cal views. They were also free to introduce new topics into the con-
versation, but this rarely happened. My main interest was in the per-
ceptions and interpretations of the interviewees (Silverman 2001, 
83; Mason 2002, 56).

After collecting the interview material, I transcribed the inter-
views and analyzed the material thematically. I did not use any spe-
cific software for qualitative analysis. I classified the interview ma-
terial thematically under the headings sharing, interpersonal com-

15   For the whole interview framework see appendix 2. 
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munication, visual communication, camera vs. phone, mediated presence, 
ritual, transmission, connection, immediacy, transience, intimacy, mun-
dane and personal communication. These thematic headings were 
based on the five main themes in the interview framework and de-
rived from the study of previous literature.

In the text, I report the most “telling extracts” from the data: the 
most articulate and apt expressions related to each theme I discuss, 
and those views that were pronouncedly expressed by the interview-
ees, yet providing also the deviant cases, the examples that do not fit 
my suppositions (Silverman 2001, 83). Although I did not utilize any 
particular method of analysis, the thematically oriented accumula-
tion of the empirical data and its thematic analysis were systematic 
and based on a firm theoretical foundation. 

I do not treat or study the interviewees as individual cases, but 
rather disperse the quotes from the interviews along the study, ac-
cording to the related themes. Generally, I place the material from 
the Arcada interviews at the end of each section.

I asked the interviewees for permission to include their camera 
phone photographs in the study, especially those brought up by the 
interviewees themselves, either during the thematic interviews 
or when looking together at their photographs at the end of the in-
terview. Six of the eight interviewees agreed to show their camera 
phone photographs either from the screen of their mobile phone or 
from the screen of a laptop (in the case of photographs that had been 
transferred from the phone to the computer). I received altogether 
14 photographs from five interviewees (Kasper, Lotta, Joakim, Anja 
and Ulla). Exceptionally, Mikael transferred as many as 154 camera 
phone photographs to my computer. However, only a small minority 
of them had been sent forward as photo messages. 

I present in total 15 photographs, seven of which are from Mikael 
and five from Ulla. I have obtained a written consent via e-mail to 
publish the photographs. Based on the interviewees’ descriptions, I 
explain how each photograph was used in communication. I also 
make brief readings of their contents. 

Neither the qualitative or quantitative data is aimed to provide an 
empirical generalization about a wider population of camera phone 
users, due to the small scale and purposive sampling. However, I do 
consider that my observations, explanations and arguments based 
on the Arcada material can assist in generating wider theoretical 
resonance.
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2.6   Outline of the study
The conventions of both mobile communication and personal pho-
tography, conjoined by the perspective of communication studies, 
determine the main themes of the study. These themes are interper-
sonal communication, intimacy, immediacy, transience, ritual com-
munication and mediated presence. I consider these themes to be ele-
mental when aiming to elucidate photo messaging as a form of visual 
mobile communication.

All of the themes derive from the practices of mobile communica-
tion, in particular mobile messaging. Messages are predominantly 
communicated from the mobile phone directly to another familiar 
person, in an immediate manner, they are not customarily saved for 
extended periods, they are used to create as sense of togetherness be-
tween the communicators in a ritual manner, and they can mediate 
the presence of the sender. Two of the themes – intimacy and medi-
ated presence – overlap with both mobile communication and per-
sonal photography: personal photography is about communication 
of and with intimate others, and photographs serve a vital role in me-
diating presence. 

The main themes of my study are strongly interconnected. Immedi-
acy of communication is essential in relation to mediating contempo-
raneous presence. Interpersonal communication and intimate com-
munication are significant when considering ritual communication. 
In addition, ritual communication and presence are interlinked, as 
mediated presence is an important factor in creating a feeling of to-
getherness and participation.

The structure of the study consists of a thematic continuum lead-
ing to the discussion of my main arguments. Each of the core chap-
ters covers one or two components relating to photo messaging. 

In chapters three to five, I lay the foundation for my framework by 
reviewing camera phone photography, interpersonal communica-
tion, intimacy in communication, immediacy and transience. First, 
in chapter three (Camera phone photography), I discuss how the con-
vergence of the phone and the camera is perceived, and what the re-
lation of camera phone photography to digital photography and 
snapshot photography is. I situate camera phone photography and 
communication in the context of networked communication and 
discuss photo messaging in relation to the notion of post-photogra-
phy. Next, in chapter four (Interpersonal and intimate photograph-
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ic communication), I examine photo messaging as a form of inter-
personal and intimate photographic communication. I consider 
interpersonal communication and communication between close ac-  
quaintances (family, friends) to be relevant aspects that photo mess-
aging shares with the practices of mobile phone communication. In 
chapter five (Near-time photographic communication), I study how 
the time-related conventions of mobile communication – immedia-
cy and transience – influence personal photography and visual mo-
bile communication, and how photo messaging diverges from con-
ventional photography, especially in relation to its temporal aspects.

I discuss the most important themes of my study – ritual communi-
cation and mediated presence – in the latter part of the work, in chap-
ters six and seven. In chapter six (Ritual visual communication), I ex-
amine the practices of photo messaging by utilizing the model that 
distinguishes the ritual view and the transmission view of commu-
nication. In chapter seven (Mediated presence), the focus is on me-
diated presence. I link the concept of presence to photographic the-
ory and demonstrate how photo messages are used to establish a 
sense of presence over distance. Chapter eight concludes the study 
by summing up the focal aspects of photo messaging in the context 
of mobile communication and photography.
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3   Camera phone photography

The camera phone is characterized by media convergence as a tech-
nological process that joins di&erent and previously divergent media 
functions into one device. Media convergence also entails the integra-
tion, or unification, of media systems and media forms. The force be-
hind the advancement in media convergence in the last decades has 
been mainly digital technology, and the basic form in which almost 
all media content can be converted to: the bit (one or zero) can medi-
ate text, images or audio. Digitalization makes the signals equal, re-
gardless of the content they communicate. (Villi 2006, 101–102) 

The camera phone is a product of the digital age, as it would have 
been technically and practically quite unfeasible to combine an ana-
logue film camera and a landline telephone into one device. The ana-
logue camera phone would have required a Polaroid camera with an 
attached fax machine to communicate the photographs and, in addi-
tion, would have allowed photographic communication only within 
a short distance from a telephone socket. 

In general, the convergence of the camera and the phone introduc-
es a promise of novel forms of photographic communication, such 
as the capacity for ubiquitous, perpetual visual contact between re-
mote others. Potentially it is the most radical development in pho-
tography since the advent of the film camera, which made personal 
photography possible (Van House et al. 2005).

The camera phone is used at times as a pure phone, and at other 
times as a pure camera, but despite the technological potential, not as 
often as a camera-phone, which would combine simultaneously the 
two di&erent modes of communication o&ered by the converged de-
vice: photography and telecommunication. The communicative link 
between the camera and the phone is seemingly trivial, although 
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they both reside in the same device. The camera phone is like a Swiss 
army knife (Satyanarayanan 2005; see also Liestøl 2007, 169–170), 
which allows the use of the knife, the scissors or the corkscrew, but 
does not enable the simultaneous use of the corkscrew and the scis-
sors. It is a converged device, but not a corkscrew-scissors device.

The camera, along with many other functions, is often neglected in 
this Swiss army media device, and the conventional use of the phone 
for verbal communication is still seen as the primary feature of the 
mobile phone. Put in a sarcastic tone: it can be as easy to forget the ex-
istence of the camera in a mobile phone as it is easy to forget the ex-
istence of a toothpick in a Swiss army knife. 

This chapter examines the characteristics of the camera phone, es-
pecially in relation to photography. I will begin by discussing the re-
lationship between the camera phone and the stand-alone camera, 
and the link between the camera and the phone in the camera phone. 
Then, I will focus on networked photography – the use of the cam-
era phone as a networked communication device instead of a tool for 
memory. I will end the chapter with a review of camera phone pho-
tography and photo messaging in the context of post-photography, 
which is concerned with the fate of the photograph in the age of dig-
ital image manufacturing and manipulation.
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3.1   The real camera and the spare camera
Until this millennium the camera was a device with just one purpose: 
to take photographs. Communication of photographs was left for 
other media (paper, envelope, facsimile and lately the computer) to 
accomplish. There was an apparent difference between the device 
that took the photograph and the medium that communicated it.

The affiliation between camera phones and stand-alone cameras 
can be compared to the evolution of the +). Russell Beale (2005, 35) 
notes how +)s were initially used for content creation and informa-
tion storage, and it was only when connected to the Internet that 
they became strong “communication tools”. According to this logic, 
it is possible to talk of cameras as communication tools only when 
they are attached to a network, e.g. when a camera is incorporated 
into a mobile phone. Otherwise cameras are just devices for content 
creation and information storage. Mobile phones, by contrast, are, 
and always have been, predominantly communication tools. 

In the Arcada interviews, the subjects had varying notions on the 
convergence of the camera and the phone. In general, the camera in 
the mobile phone was not regarded as an indispensable communica-
tive accessory, but rather a “nice addition”. Anja mentioned that she 
does not always even remember that there is a camera in her camera 
phone. 

Kasper presented a rather cynical view toward the camera phone: 
“The phone is the one that matters (…) I could easily live with a phone 
without the camera (...) the camera [in the phone] is just a gadget 
that comes along during technology evolution.”

Mikael described the discrepancy between the stand-alone camera 
and the camera phone as follows: “Camera phone photos are very sim-
ple, they can be only one thing you want to say or express”, and with 
a standard camera it is possible to “say more”. The camera phone can 
be used to take snapshots, whereas the camera is used for more ar-
tistic photography, when there is a “purpose to take photographs”. 
This is emphasized by the fact that Mikael did not own a stand-alone 
camera, so he had to borrow one when he had a specific need or pur-
pose to photograph.

Anja described using the stand-alone camera to photograph – ac-
tually to document – family Christmases, “to place the photographs 
with other memories (…) that’s how we looked like then (…) the nap-
kins were of that colour”. By contrast, her camera phone photographs 
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did not serve the same documentary use, and they were tied more to 
the moment. 

Kjell had been experimentally using his camera phone for “proper 
photography”, when he documented a sailing trip with just the cam-
era phone, although later on he did not accept the quality. Despite 
this negative experience, he planned on using his new camera phone 
the next summer “to document everything I do”, mainly in order to 
test the quality of the camera phone.

Lotta described the genre of camera phone photography as being 
“situational photography”, intended for moments when it “pops up 
in your head that I could take a picture”. Kasper, too, asserted using 
the camera phone mainly to capture “more spontaneous reactions”.

Ulla portrayed her mobile phone photography as “impulsive” and 
tended to take more pictures with the camera phone than with a con-
ventional camera. The mobile phone is a quick device to photograph 
with: “It’s those Kodak moments, oh, this I have to get” and “things 
that you just have to capture, and you are not prepared to capture”. 

For Bengt, as well, the camera phone was most valuable in unantic-
ipated situations: “If I don’t have a camera with me and I see some-
thing that is worth taking a picture (…) when I have not thought of 
taking pictures but if the occasion is there, so then I could use it.” He 
did not have the habit of using the camera phone for planned pho-
tography, mainly because of the technical shortcomings (picture 
quality, no possibility of zooming, no wide angle lens).16 Kasper com-
mented that “it’s just a small picture [camera phone photo] anyway, 
so you don’t rarely get to express some great artistic sense”. 

A common use for camera phones is thus photographing emergen-
cy shots, photographs that would not be taken if not for the ubiqui-
tous mobile phone. For Joakim, the value of the camera phone was 
in “tough spots”, situations when it is not convenient to search for 
the camera from the backpack, for instance. The “camera phone pho-
tographs are more random things that you don’t really need”. By con-
trast, he used the standard camera “for some kind of purpose”.

Ulla offered an example of using her camera phone for an emer-
gency shot when she took a photograph (Image 1, see page 198) of a 
Volkswagen Kleinbus that arrived to a Kleinbus convention at a mo-
16   Also for Ulla and Lotta, it was the low picture quality that made the phone 
pictures secondary. In relation to this, it has to be reminded that the four students 
interviewed were students in media studies, and three out of the four interviewed 
members of the Arcada sta& were interested in photography. Thus, quality factors 
were important to them.
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ment when she did not have the stand-alone camera with her. She 
had already documented the other Kleinbuses with that camera. 
The emergency of photographing the latecomer Kleinbus is evident, 
as in the picture it is driving away. It is not a deliberate shot of a Klein-
bus posing.

In the Arcada study, the question of the phone becoming a medium 
of visual communication was, in general, not a very interesting or in-
spiring one for the interviewees. Generally, their answers concern-
ing the convergence of the camera and the phone were quite neutral 
and declaratory. Ulla represented well the views of the interviewees 
when commenting that the importance of the camera in the phone 
was not that it has been placed in a communication device but that 
the camera resides in a ubiquitous device. Of importance is the fact 
that the camera is always with her: “It [the camera] could be in my 
home keys”, and not necessarily in a phone. 

The camera phone was mainly conceived of as a “spare camera”, 
may be even just a toy, which cannot be used to take “real” photo-
graphs, intended for dedicated photography. As Anja described, pho-
tographing a wedding with a camera phone might still be considered 
an “insult” towards the married couple, signifying that the event is 
not considered worthy to be documented with a “real camera”.17  

Based on these outlooks the camera phone is not a new type of cam-
era, not even a phone-camera. It is just a camera, whose special char-
acteristic is, for the most part, its ubiquitous nature, largely disre-
garding the telecommunicative abilities made possible by the inclu-
sion of the camera in a phone. 

Despite these insights, the camera phone entails the potential to be 
real as a photographic communication device. The quality of camera 
phone photographs can be adequate for interpersonal photograph-
ic communication, the sharing of transient photographs of transient 
moments; photographs intended to be enjoyed only in the moment, 
but not necessarily in the distant future.

Koskinen (2007, 11) concludes the divide between the potential 
conceptions of the camera phone as follows: if the users draw on their 
experience from mobile communication (especially text messaging), 
camera phones and photo messaging can be applied as instruments 
for interaction; if they rely on photography, they use their devices 
mainly for documenting ordinary things they want to remember later. 

17   See also Rantavuo 2009 for a discussion on the relationship between camera 
phones and “proper” cameras.
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3.2   Networked photography
Digital technology has changed photographic practices considera-
bly. Digital cameras enable the capture of photographs without any 
additional expense. People can snap as much as they like with no ef-
fect other than the diminishing of the space left in the memory card, 
without having to think about the costs of developing the film. In my 
view, the main influence of digital technology on photography is the 
increasing immateriality of photographs.

Personal photography, such as family photography, depended until 
the emergence of digital photography and photographic telecommu-
nication largely on prints as the format to present and communi cate 
photographs. However, as Lowry et al. (2003, 10) note, the printed 
photographic still-image is no longer the archetypal form of the pho-
tograph; rather it is only one of many possible realizations of the pho- 
tographic image. Many photographs are manifested and pres ented 
as a part of some other medium (phone, computer, (+3 player), vis-
ible on the screen of the device. When this feature is appended with 
a digital telecommunication network, new forms of photographic 
communication are enabled. Snapshot photography is shifting from 
a print-oriented mode to a transmission-oriented, screen-based 
mode (Rubinstein & Sluis 2008, 9).

The screen-based photograph can then act pronouncedly as a me-
dium of communication, rather than as a precious object in itself. 
The switch of the photograph from an object-image to a screen-im-
age a&ects the photograph as a memory-object that can be kept and 
handled (Rivière 2005, 175). Even more than before, the photograph 
is fleeting; photography has become a medium whose main task is 
communicating the pictorial content (Albrecht 2008, 4).

Peter Weibel (1996, 338–339) has divided the development of ma-
chine-aided image generation and transfer into an eight-stage model. 
The first stage is the invention of photography in 1839. The second 
stage is the machine-aided transmission of images over long dis-
tances via scanning. The seventh stage introduces interactive tele-
communication technology to the model. Lister et al. (2003, 46–47) 
comment that all the advances listed by Weibel concern the increas-
ing dematerialization of images. It is the story of the growing sepa-
ration of images from any permanent physical vehicle that carries 
them.
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The camera phone is the first telecommunicative camera that is 
within reach for ordinary customers. Earlier, the advantage of im-
mediate visual telecommunication was a&orded only to profession-
al photojournalists and the like, who could use satellite links to send 
their visual material back to the editorial o'ce. It is probable that in 
the future stand-alone cameras will also be increasingly equipped 
with telecommunication capabilities, seamlessly linking them to 
networked communication. Consumers are increasingly offered 
connected cameras.

The connected and networked aspect of photography is an impor-
tant reason for photographs being increasingly directed towards 
communicating the present instead of preserving the past. As part 
of networked communication, the individual snapshot is “stripped 
of the fragile aura of the photographic object as it becomes absorbed 
into a stream of visual data” (Rubinstein & Sluis 2008, 23). Similar 
communicative behaviour is evident in the microblogging applica-
tions that have emerged on the web (such as Twitter and, in many 
ways, Facebook) that are constructed on the idea of communicating 
short messages about the whereabouts and thoughts of people.

Personal photography is, to a certain extent, evolving from snap-
shots to snap-communication. Dutch media theorist José van Dijck 
(2007) writes how in the analogue age, personal photography was 
foremost a means for autobiographical remembering, and photo-
graphs usually ended up as keepsakes in the photo album. Photogra-
phy as a means for communication was rated secondary to its pur-
pose as documentary of lived times. Now, by the integration of dig-
ital cameras with communication devices, such as mobile phones, 
photography bodes a preference for networked distribution, turning 
toward the transient and ephemeral. The camera is shifting from a 
memory tool to a communication device. (ibid., 98–99, 112, 116, 121; 
see also Rivière 2005, 175) 

The corporations in the photography industry have also begun to 
see the change in the practices of photography. In a panel discussion 
at the 2007 International Consumer Electronics Show ()1"), Kodak 
vice president of consumer imaging stated that instead of taking pic-
tures “to remember something”, photography, especially in the youth 
market, is increasingly about “visual communication” (Pasini 2007).
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3.2.1   Photo messaging as one of the photographies
Peter Osborne (2003, 69-70) writes how the simple question of “where 
‘the photograph’ is”, is famously di'cult to answer. It can be explored 
and possibly found in the print, the negative or the memory card. 
Osborne comes to the conclusion that “where is the photograph” is 
the wrong question. Rather than an artefact that can be identified in 
spatial terms, the photograph is an ideal unity. It is held together by 
the idea of the capture of a moment of time. (ibid.)18 

However, it is possible to argue that the concept of photography is 
not axiomatic and to talk of di&erent photographies, instead of one 
distinct and singular photography. One might also prefer to use the 
more generic photographic image, in place of the photograph.

One view is that the uses and genres of photography largely deter-
mine its essence. Geo&rey Batchen (1999, 5–6) states that photogra-
phy has no coherent or unified history of its own other than as a “se-
lective documentation of its various uses and e&ects”. The identity 
of an individual photograph is thereby not equated with its inherent 
photographic qualities, but with what the photograph actually does 
in the society. (ibid.) Photography is a set of practices with di&erent 
purposes (Lister 1995, 14; for similar views see also Sontag 1977, 148; 
Tagg 1988, 63, 118–119; Sturken & Cartwright 2001, 109; Osborne 
2003, 65).

Based on this scenario, Batchen (1999, 12, 20, 176) divides the dis-
cussion on photography into two sides or views: to those who believe 
that photography has no singular identity, because photographs are 
always dependent on the context and the cultural practices (the post-
modern view); and to those who dare to define and isolate the pho-
tograph’s most essential and inherent attributes (the formalist view). 

Janne Seppänen (2001b, 69–70) criticizes Batchen for building a 
strong binary polarity between the postmodernist and the formalist 
view. Seppänen argues that a photograph is never fully dependent on 
the societal conventions, but rather has its own might, although this 
might takes its form in cultural meanings. Instead, by adapting the 
thoughts of Lawrence Grossberg to photography, Seppänen (ibid.; 
2005) presents the division between the essentialist and the anti-es-
sentialist view of photography: the former sees a photograph as hav-
ing an independent essence and identity, the latter emphasizes that 

18   Photography, as a technique but primarily as an idea, is covered in Batchen 1999; 
see also Ivins 1953/1980; Sontag 1977; Tagg 1988; Crary 1990; Mirzoe& 1999; Sturken 
& Cartwright 2001; Kriebel 2007. 
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the identity of the photograph is constructed in the context of its use. 
According to Seppänen (2001b, 70), the anti-essentialist view di&ers 
from the postmodern view in underlining that the identity of a pho-
tograph is temporary and culturally conditional, whereas the post-
modern view reduces the whole essence of the photograph to the 
context and culture. However, for my discussion, the evaluation be-
tween the two views is not critical, as they both bring fore the impor-
tance of the societal and cultural practices surrounding photography.

A photo message is in a formalist or essentialist sense a photograph. 
Yet, at the same time, it is a photograph used in a communicatively 
novel way, it is shaped very much by its communicative uses, and thus 
it is in the postmodern or anti-essentialist sense dependent on spe-
cific cultural practices. My argument is that the only transformation 
or paradigmatic change that photo messaging represents is not in the 
ontology of the photograph itself, the photographic, but in photograph-
ic communication. In the following, I will argue for this by contrast-
ing photo messaging with the discussion on post-photography. 

3.2.2   Communicative post-photography
Digitally produced imagery severs the ontological tie between the 
pho tograph and its referent, the object photographed (Osborne 2003, 
63; for similar views on digital photographs as in some way non-in-
dexical photographs see also Lacey 1998, 223; Bignell 2000, 142; 
Sturken & Cartwright 2001, 141; Laakso 2003, 101, 112–113, 173). The 
threat to the referential nature of photography has been marked as 
post-photography, even as the death of photography. Batchen (2001, 
109) explains the situation as being a moment after, but not yet be-
yond photography: “[P]hotography as a separate entity might well 
be on the verge of disappearing forever, even as the photographic as 
a rich vocabulary of conventions and references lives on in ever-ex-
panding splendour”.

The concept of post-photography is connected primarily to the di-
lemma of the indexicality of the photograph, more specifically the 
digital manufacturing and manipulation of photographs. Many writ-
ers, like Sonesson (1999), use the concept of post-photography to de-
scribe those means for creating pictures which have come into being 
after photography and which are more or less connected to the com-
puter. 

Actually, the whole discussion on post-photography was fuelled by 
the emergence of means for digital manipulation and fabrication of 
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photographs by using a computer. For instance, William J. Mitchell 
(1992, 195–196, 225) underscores the possibility of digital technolo-
gy to fabricate pseudo-photographs that have no external reference, 
that create illusions of existence. Andy Grundberg (1990, 221) pro-
claimed in the dawn of the digital era that “if photography survives 
into the next century, it will be as something more overtly fabricat-
ed, manipulative, artifactual, and self-conscious than the photogra-
phy we have come to know”. 

Now, 20 years after those words, we know that the actuality in dig- 
ital photography is very di&erent; digital image fabrication, construct-
ing fake photographs, makes up only a small sub-class of digital pho-
tography. Already in the mid-nineties Lev Manovich (1995b) criti-
cized Mitchell for focusing solely on the abstract principles of dig-
ital imaging and the physical differences between analogue and 
digital photography. If one considers concrete digital technologies 
and their uses, the di&erence disappears: “digital photography sim-
ply does not exist” (ibid.). The disappearance of the negative and the 
substitution of the film with a memory card do not mean that pho-
tography represents some form of post-photography. Digital im-
aging, at least in the context of personal photography and camera 
phone photography, very rarely represents digital manipulation of 
photographs or the fabrication of synthetic photographs. Interest-
ingly, family photography and other forms of personal photography 
have largely been omitted from the discussion on post-photography. 

Family photography belongs mainly to the tradition of straight pho-
tography. The term refers to photography in which construction and 
manipulation are avoided as a matter of principle (Lister 1997, 283). 
It is common to regard the truth of a snapshot photograph with con-
fidence, irrespective of whether it was taken with an analogue or dig-
ital camera; often, the viewer does not even know what kind of cam-
era was used to take the printed photograph. Images for the family 
photo album are extremely rarely synthetic or even heavily manipu-
lated, aside from cropping or adjusting the colours. Don Slater (1995, 
145) observes felicitously how “Baudrillard may believe that the 
Gulf War happened mainly on 20, but the wedding damned well took 
place and here’s the photo (and video) to prove it”.

In this context a much more significant consequence of the digital-
ization of photography than image manipulation is that the photo-
graph enters completely new areas, such as telephone communica-
tion. Therein also lies the change in photography that photo messag-
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ing is all about. The increase in the number of camera phones does 
not lead to the death of photography, rather the opposite, as there is 
not much to do with the camera phone, other than to just point and 
shoot.19 The probable presupposition is, when receiving an ((" 
message, that it has been sent directly from the phone, without hav-
ing first been worked on with a computer. 

Another aspect of photo messaging accentuating the trust in the 
authenticity of photographs is their mundane character. Green and 
Lowry (2003, 58–58) write how the amateur snapshots, the badly fo-
cused and ill-composed images, declare the bodily presence of the 
photographer, and thus “in their casual prolificness, do not so much 
represent the world as declare it to exist”. The mundane photograph 
links itself to the everyday and ordinary, by style, technical imper-
fection and contents, which seem to verify its truthfulness and au-
thenticity (see Elo 2005, 55–56). 

The non-manipulative character of photo messages is also empha-
sized by the salience of real-time communication; the expected im-
mediacy of communication does not allow many possibilities for 
image revision. The phone – instead of a full-fledged computer – and 
the aspect of real-time communication dramatize the presumed au-
thenticity of photo messages. 

To sum up, as long as the discourse of post-photography is mainly 
linked to the lack of an external reference for the image, photo mes-
saging marks a distinction to other photographies only in the com-
municative sense, thereby representing communicative post-photo-
graphy. 

19    There are a growing number of applications available for smart phones which 
enable the editing of the photographs taken with the phone. However, most camera 
phones at present (early 2010) do not o&er this possibility.
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3.3   Conclusion
The camera phone epitomizes in a pivotal manner the convergence 
of photography and telecommunication, especially in the context of 
personal communication. Due to the emergence of camera phones, 
photography is now an organic part of telecommunication. Because 
of the direct link with a communication network, networked photo-
graphy and snap-communication can partly replace (or augment) 
photographic practices oriented toward saving and archiving photo-
graphic memories. 

People often carry with them a camera phone, but not necessarily 
a stand-alone camera. The camera phone might eventually become 
a universal camera, the camera that is used for all photographic sit-
uations and needs, especially if the technical quality of cameras in 
phones continues to improve. Photography and camera phone pho-
tography would then not exist as strictly separate practices, at least 
in the realm of personal photography. In every case, the cultural 
form of the camera phone is still in the making, be it in mobile inter-
action or conventional snapshot photography.

Results from the Arcada study show how the camera phone is most-
ly regarded as a spare camera for use when there is no “real” ca mera 
available. It is used mainly for taking unplanned snapshots, emer-
gency shots. Of importance is that the camera is placed in a ubiqui-
tous device; that it is planted in a telecommunication device is less 
relevant. As Ulla noted in a witty manner: “The camera could be in 
my home keys.”

Photo messaging, while being part of digital photography, does not 
have much in common with the issues brought up in the discussion 
on post-photography, aroused by the emergence of digital technolo-
gy into the practices of photography. In the context of photo messag-
ing, digitality is just one, although necessary, component. The direct 
integration of photography with telecommunication technology is 
the feature that most characterizes photo messaging, and thus must 
be in the centre of a treatise on photo messaging. 
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4   Interpersonal and intimate 
photographic communication

Because I like to send !!" messages to people I know, or I 
know that they are going to probably be interested in what I 
have to send. That’s probably the reason why I don’t send !!" 
to more random people. 

The quote from Joakim sums up well the contents of this chapter. 
Photo messages are not functional or adequate in every social rela-
tionship. The connection between the communicators needs to be 
deep enough, intimate, for the receiver to really care about the per-
sonal and possibly mundane image and to appreciate the interper-
sonal contact established by a photo message. This intimate fea-
ture of photo messaging is common to mobile communication (see 
section 2.3), where most of the communication time is spent in the 
presence of “those who matter” (Gergen 2002, 238). Mobile messag-
es in particular, such as text messages, are communicated in a rather 
narrow circle of friends and family members. 

Intimacy – communication with close acquaintances – is an essen-
tial context when studying telephone communication in general. The 
landline phone was also used primarily to serve as an extension of 
face-to-face relations (Gergen 2002, 236), to contribute to strength-
ening the ties among people familiar with each other, with less em-
phasis on more extensive social networking (Geser 2004, 10; 2005, 
31; see also de Gournay & Smoreda 2003, 58). 

The other theme of this chapter is interpersonal communication. 
To a degree, the use of modern mobile phones, the so-called smart 
phones in particular, has diverged from interpersonal communica-
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tion into the direction of using the device for such tasks as informa-
tion retrieval, gaming or navigation. However, I argue that the use of 
the mobile phone is still, for the major part, concentrated on inter-
personal communication, be it verbal or visual.

Although photo messaging now also involves other technologies 
and applications than !!", I derive the emphasis on interpersonal 
communication very directly from !!" messaging. !!" can be con-
ceived of as a visually enhanced form of text messaging, and in many 
ways photo messaging represents the convergence of text messag-
ing and photography. The general idea behind text messaging is the 
rapid, immediate communication of texts created on a mobile phone 
and most often sent between two mobile phones. In this chapter, as 
in my study at large, I do not focus on the broadcasting or narrow-
casting of photographic contents from the phone, but rather com-
municating photographs directly to certain individuals. 



interpersonal and intimate photographic communication       65

4.1   Mobile intimacy
The mobile phone involves the scaling down of the relational net-
work (de Gournay 2002, 203; see also Koskinen & Kurvinen 2005) 
and supports tendencies towards closure rather than the opening 
up to new acquaintances (Geser 2005, 25). People move through the 
day largely disengaged from those around them, and instead focus 
on micro-relationships; with the mobile phone, the nuclear circle can 
be perpetually sustained (Gergen 2002, 237). People on the move re-
main embedded in their personal social networks, despite the vary-
ing distance.

Japanese studies show that most mobile phone communication is 
done with a small circle of close friends and family, generally 2–5 oth-
ers but no more than 10 (Ito 2004). A study (Boberg 2008, 135) on 
the mobile phone use of Finnish and French youth showed similarly 
that the use of the mobile phone focused mainly on friends and fam-
ily matters.

The intimate traits of mobile communication can be well illustrat-
ed by the concept telecocoon, by which Ichiyo Habuchi (2005) re-
fers to a sphere of intimacy that is free of geographical and tempo-
ral restraints. People who form telecocoons can be characterized as 
being constantly attentive to their group of friends. People experience 
a sen se of a persistent social space, a shared virtual space that is gener-
ally available between a few friends or with a loved one (Ito & Okabe 
2005b, 264). 

Another illustrative concept is full-time intimate community; it con-
sists of frequent contacts with a select few, a round-the-clock set of 
relationships with an exclusive group of friends that see each other 
on an everyday basis. For example, upon returning home, youths 
will make calls with the same friends whom they just saw at school. 
(Matsuda 2005a, 30; see also Ishii 2006, 361) Many intimate com-
munities continue their daily lives in the web environment, when, 
for instance, groups of school friends carry on their mutual commu-
nication after the school day in blogs, on Facebook or in other social 
networking environments on the web.20 Buddy space is yet another 

20   There are a growing number of studies available on the use of new media in inti-
mate communication, especially on devices that enhance intimacy. Kaye and Gould-
ing (2004, 341) coin the term intimate objects for technological devices that enable 
the maintenance of intimacy at a distance. Examples of these intimate objects are 
Hug Over a Distance – an air-inflatable vest that can be remotely triggered to create  
a sensation resembling a hug (Mueller et al. 2005, 1673) and the Sensing Bed –  
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term being used to describe the intimate private world that mobile 
phone users inhabit (Vincent 2005a, 225; Vincent 2005b, 119). 

A pessimistic aspect of these tightly bound mobile spaces charac-
terized by an always-on intimate connection is that, if people move 
through the day engaged primarily in small communication clusters, 
civic or societal concerns might be left in a marginal status (for a dis-
cussion on this, see e.g. Ling 2008a, 175–187).

The growing share of mobile e-mail use introduces an interesting 
aspect relating to intimate mobile messaging. Kim et al. (2007) have 
compared communication relationships among Koreans between 
face-to-face, e-mail, #! (instant messaging), mobile phone and "!". 
Their conclusion was that mobile phones tend to be used in very 
much the same network as face-to-face communication. By contrast, 
#! and e-mail (i.e. Internet-based communication) are used more in 
relationships with weak ties. (ibid.; see also Villi & Matikainen 2008) 

It remains unclear how this situation will be affected by the mo-
bilization of #! and e-mail use. According to a study by Miyata et al. 
(2005, 434–444), the use of the platform affects greatly the way e-
mail is used; via mobile phones, it tends to be used with people who 
are physically nearby, whereas via $%s, e-mail is exchanged with peo-
ple further away. Mobile phones are used to send short, quick mails 
to close friends and family, allowing them to keep emotionally con-
nected or to arrange everyday activities. By contrast, $%-based e-mail 
messages are not as connected to face-to-face relations. (ibid.; for 
similar results, see also Habuchi 2005, 178; Ishii 2006, 360)

Based on this, it can be suggested that the intimate and selective 
attribute of the mobile phone seems to be constant, even when using 
the phone to engage in Internet-based messaging. Like "!", mobile 
e-mail or #! can provide the communicator with a perpetual connec- 
tion to the insular life. 

However, it should be taken into consideration that mobile phones 
are also used for outside communication, for example when contact-
ing offices or other official sources or agents, and especially when 
used for work purposes. In particular, if the mobile phone is the only  
telephone people use (having replaced the landline phone), the scope 
of mobile communication inevitably widens from the intimate sphere. 
a bed that senses the body position of one person and transmits warmth to congruent 
parts of the lover’s bed (Vetere et al. 2005, 471-472). These examples are, however, 
very closely connected to physicality in that they mediate touch. The intimate com-
munication I am interested in is not based on intimate objects but, rather, visually 
mediated intimate communication and connection.
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4.2   Visual interpersonal communication
Interpersonal communication is specifically communication in a 
small group of people, often restricted to two persons (Knapp et al. 
2002, 9). The most typical form of interpersonal communication is 
dyadic communication, communication between two participants. 
In this sense, interpersonal communication is more limited as a con-
cept than interaction, as interaction is based on two-way communi-
cation in general, also, for instance, between humans and computers. 

Visual interpersonal communication is a quite rare line of study, as 
the research on interpersonal communication has mainly focused on 
verbal communication. Knapp et al. (2002, 10) note how “interper-
sonal communication scholars still do not agree on whether it is im-
portant to examine nonverbal as well as verbal behaviour or wheth-
er both parties to the interaction have to speak”. In fact, it is hard to 
find any theory of visual interpersonal communication. Non-verbal 
interpersonal communication often refers to gestures, body move-
ments and facial expressions – body language – (Burgoon & Hoobler 
2002, 243) in face-to-face communication situations, but not the use 
of photographs or other images in communication. 

The need for research on visual interpersonal communication is 
also emphasized by the fact that the studies on visual communication, 
especially photography, have not much focused on interpersonal com-
munication. One obvious reason for this omission is that the camera 
as a communication device has not been able to provide a direct inter-
personal link between two individuals. If interpersonal communi-
cation has occurred around photographs, it has been mostly verbal 
commentary. Images have been more a subject than a medium of in-
terpersonal communication. But now, as a result of camera phones 
and cameras attached to information networks, interpersonal com-
munication has the potential to become an organic form, motive and 
function of photography. 

One obvious example of interpersonal photographic communica-
tion is the sending of postcards or postcarding. Both postcarding and 
photo messaging can be seen as communicative acts or processes 
where the communication of images is in the core. Postcarding con-
sists of choosing, writing, sending and receiving a postcard. In this 
process, a photograph printed on cardboard transforms into a post-
card. In order to act as a postcard, a photograph requires the addi-
tion of text and a stamp, or some other proof that it has gone through 
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the postal system. (Laakso et al. 1999, 125–126; Östman & Laakso 
2001, 13) 

The relationship between photo messaging and postcarding has 
been discussed in previous research. According to Hjorth (2005a) 
the postcard provides a precursor to the communicative role of an 
!!" message. Lehtonen et al. (2003, 72), too, maintain that visual 
mobile communication has, as its most important point of reference, 
the cultural form of the postcard. The photo message incorporates 
postcards to the mobile phone culture, in which speed and real time 
interaction are important (ibid., 92–93). Ling et al. (2005, 80, 91–92) 
state that we can go from simply sending an !!" to sending an !!" 
postcard. Even in the visions of the users at the dawn of !!" mes-
saging, a prominent view was that multimedia messages could well 
function as live postcards (Kasesniemi et al. 2003, 65). This mobile 
postcard is a fusion of personal photography, mobile telecommuni-
cation and the conventions of postal communication.

4.2.1   Publishing and messaging  
camera phone photographs
In 2004, when I began my study on photo messaging, mobile phones 
were not easily and widely used for sharing photographs via the In-
ternet. Instead, sharing was limited to !!" messaging, showing the 
image on the phone screen, using infrared or Bluetooth to send the 
photograph to a mobile phone in the close vicinity, or transferring 
the photograph to a computer. Today photographs can be shared 
from a mobile phone by using the same services as when using a $%. 
Therefore, the practices for remote sharing of camera phone pho-
tographs can be divided into two domains: interpersonal messaging 
and publishing. Users can send the photographs in an interpersonal 
manner or, alternatively, upload them to photo sharing sites or Face-
book, for instance, for larger audiences to view. In general, the pub-
lishing aspect is new to telephone communication.

Many of the social media applications on the web represent mass 
sharing of photographs, or personal image broadcasting and narrow-
casting. In a way, this resembles the act of placing the photo album on 
a pedestal in a crowded room, entailing characteristics of both shar-
ing and exhibition. The viewers may or may not view the photographs, 
and if they do view them, not necessarily immediately. However, the 
social media web services offer good possibilities for reciprocity, 
and in that sense publishing does not resemble traditional forms of 
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broadcasting, where the traffic is one-way, separating strictly the 
content creators from the audience. 

The Internet as a communicative platform also enables the shar-
ing of photographs by messaging. The photographs communicated 
via e-mail or #! are not shared with an anonymous audience, but rath-
er with one person or a limited group of familiar people. The pull mo -
dality of image viewing on the web di&ers from the push modality in 
messaging; the photo messages are pushed directly to a specific recip-
ient, and not placed in the open media space of the web for possibly 
interested persons to pull them for viewing. 

An interesting study on the public and intimate traits of photo shar-
ing has been made by comparing Flickr with other Internet-based 
methods of sharing photographs (Miller & Edwards 2007).21 The 
study introduces a new socialization style, the Snapr culture, describ-
ing the sharing of personal photographs with strangers. The Snaprs 

– members of a Flickr group – took photographs primarily to share 
with unfamiliar people. Their audience was actually “the world”.  
(ibid.) The Snapr photo sharing practices do not represent interper-
sonal communication but rather mass communication to a large and 
undefined group of people. 

By contrast, the participants in the study representing the tradi-
tional, Kodak Culture photography (see Chalfen 1987) 22 shared pho-
tographs primarily within an existing social group. Both the persons 
in the photographs and the people they are shared with belonged to 
the same intimate circle. Their drive was to augment the existing re-
lationships through photo sharing, not to supplant them. (Miller & 
Edwards 2007, 347–355) 

For the Kodak Culture photographers, privacy was a primary con-
cern. In relevance to photo messaging, they used e-mail attachments 
as their primary method of photo sharing. By contrast, the Snaprs 
would share everything as a general rule and were open to the possi-
bility that strangers could view their photographs. (Miller & Edwards 
2007, 353–354)

21   The researchers conducted a set of semi-structured interviews with 10 people 
in 2006. They interviewed people who had fully converted to digital photography. 
(Miller and Edwards 2007, 348)

22   In order to describe the cultural dimensions of personal photography, Richard 
Chalfen (1987) has formulated the concept of Kodak Culture. It refers to the culture 
of participating in the home mode of pictorial communication (see chapter 4.3).  
The viewers are familiar with each other and the people in the photographs. (ibid.)
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In the Arcada questionnaire, I enquired the ways the respondents 
share their camera phone photographs by asking “How do you like 
to share you mobile photographs (from the screen of your mobile 
phone, by sending them as !!" messages, sending them to the web 
etc.)?” I got answers from 37 people, 30 of whom acknowledged that  
they share their mobile photographs in some way. The most pre-
ferred way was phone-to-phone messaging using !!" (14 replies). 
10 respondents mentioned sharing photographs from the screen of 
the mobile phone. Four respondents shared (or transferred) photo-
graphs locally using a Bluetooth connection, either from phone to 
phone or phone to computer. Only six indicated that they also share 
their mobile photographs on the web, either in their blog, on Flickr, 
or in some other web photo gallery. Thus, among the Arcada re-
spondents, Kodak Culture sharing of mobile phone photographs was 
much more common than the wider distribution of the photographs 
in the Snapr style.

4.2.2   Pictorial conversation
The theme of photographic messaging can be followed up by dis-
cussing the idea of pictorial conversation. This can be defined as a 
dia logue with photographs, where people use their mobile phones 
to send photo messages back and forth to each other, comment-
ing pictorially on the photographs they receive (see Koskinen et al., 
2002). It is conversation with photographs, instead of conversation 
about photographs. Pictorial conversation is a new phenomenon in 
personal photography, as photographs have not extensively been re-
sponded to with other photographs. In the art world and advertising, 
photographs are often visual commentary but rarely direct interper-
sonal responses to individual photographs. 

The Mobile Image study by Koskinen et al. (2002) demonstrates 
that the exchange of photo messages, especially responding to pho-
tographs with other photographs, is a significant aspect of photo 
messaging. In the study, the most typical response to a mobile image 
was a photograph on a similar topic. This theming, and the conten-
tual reciprocity related to it, emerged strongly in visual mobile com-
munication. (ibid., 43, 67) This type of pictorial conversation is rem-
iniscent of the YouTube tributes: playfully commenting on an earlier 
video by somebody else (see de Lange 2007). The studies by Kases-
niemi et al. (2003, 29) and Rantavuo (2008, 13) also provide exam-
ples of responding to a photograph with another image, a counter-



interpersonal and intimate photographic communication       71

image. However, immediate photographic responses were not very 
common (Rantavuo 2009, 88). 

The Arcada interview material shows some evidence of pictorial in-
teraction. Kasper commented that his friends respond with an !!" 

“quite often actually”; one example was sending a “bad hair day” pic-
ture and receiving a similar picture of a hairdo an hour later. Joakim, 
too, mentioned having responded with an !!" message if he had 
something “that fits the image”. Accordingly, Ulla would respond to 
an !!" with another photo message “if I would have something that 
could work as a response”. 

Anja o&ered an example: when an old neighbour sent her pictures 
of their old house, with the yard full of renovation companies’ trucks, 
Anja responded later with a picture of a cherry tree in the garden of 
her new house that the friend had seen in the winter, visually com-
municating that “now the cherry tree looks like this”. 

Bengt remembered replying to an !!" message with another pho-
tograph once: he received an !!" from his lady friend who was vis-
iting the pyramids in Egypt, then “flew there” with a flight simulator 
on his computer, took a photograph of the pyramids on the compu-
ter screen and sent that back to her. 

Despite these examples, no major evidence surfaced in the Arca-
da interviews of an axiomatic form of responding to an image with 
another image. It seems that this happens only in special cases. My 
conclusion is that a photo message is most often responded to with 
text or left totally without response, representing rather unidirec-
tional visual interaction, a visual monologue instead of a dialogue. 
Yet photo messaging entails the possibility and potential motivation 
for a photograph to be captured in order to function as an interper-
sonal commentary to another photograph. 

Either way, it is the aspect of forthright interpersonality, which 
most clearly differentiates photo messaging from other modes of 
photo sharing – both face-to-face and mediated. As Koskinen and 
Kurvinen (2005) state, photo messages are always compiled for par-
ticular viewers. They are mainly, though not always, one-to-one 
communication, whereas photographs in an album or on the wall 
are intended for a more general audience consisting of friends, rela-
tives, and so on. 
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4.3   Personal photography
As my focus in this study is on interpersonal and intimate communi-
cation, I will examine photography primarily from the viewpoint of 
personal photography. Terms describing personal photography are 
family photography, vernacular photography, private photography, 
snapshot photography, consumer photography, domestic photogra-
phy, candid photography and popular photography. 

A good way to specify personal photography is to tie it to the home 
mode of communication formulated by Richard Chalfen (1987). Snap-
shots and home movies are forms of the home mode of communica-
tion, which is described as a pattern of interpersonal and small group 
communication. Photographers usually know the people in their pic-
tures, and viewers usually know the photographer and, most of the 
time, either know or can identify the subjects of the pictures. 

Camera phone photography is closely a'liated with personal pho-
tography and especially snapshot photography. Snapshot photogra-
phy has been defined using several aspects. First, it has been linked 
with simple and small cameras. The Kodak slogan You press the but-
ton, we do the rest, dating back to the late 19th century, has in many 
ways formed the basis for the discourse of snapshot photography. 
According to Paul Strand (1974, 46–47), the snapshot is more or less 
synonymous with the hand camera. A small camera allows the pho-
tographer to work fast and take photographs in a relatively brief 
time. The snapshot camera reduces the process of photography to 
point and press (Slater 1991, 53). 

The camera phone is a very simple camera that does not o&er pos-
sibilities for such versatile and sophisticated photography as more 
advanced cameras would. In many cases, it is the simplest camera 
available, offering very scarce possibilities for controlling the cam-
era, due to the lack of zoom, autofocus and other controls, or possi-
bilities for preparation and adjusting, like setting the camera on a 
tripod. Camera phone photography is quick photography, true snap-
shooting. 

Another common way of classifying snapshot photography is by 
the amount of effort put into taking the photograph. John Kouven-
howen (1974, 106) writes that snapshots are predominantly photo-
graphs taken quickly with a minimum of deliberate posing and selec-
tivity; they are “easy”. As a photograph, the snapshot “isn’t thought 
out” (Model 1974, 7). Snapshots rarely aspire to technical or artistic 
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merit (Holland 1991, 4), or entail conscious construction, thus ap-
pearing naive and innocent (Dewdney & Lister 1988, 68). It has to be 
noted that the hurried style, lack of artistic deliberation, or the com-
position, can also be emulated, for example, in commercial photos.

Chalfen (1987, 72-73) expands on these views by specifying that 
there might be a lack of artistic deliberation in the snapshot photo-
graph, but not of social deliberation: it is often carefully arranged 
who gets into the photograph (or is kept out), who stands next to 
whom, and where the photograph is taken (ibid.). Thus, in a way, it is 
the people and the situation that is communicated, not the beauty or 
the form of the photograph.

Snapshots serve the purposes of private visual communication 
(Chalfen 1987, 71), and the intended viewers are typically the photo-
grapher’s close associates (Smith 2001). The emphasis in snapshot 
photography is on loved ones and family members, not on general 
spectacles (Williams 1991, 186–187; see also Burgin 1982b, 144; Briggs 
& Burke 2002, 166). 

Steven Halpern (1974, 66) sums up all the aspects of snapshot pho-
tography by stating that “[f ]rom its beginnings the snapshot has had 
two basic characteristics: a constant focus on family life, and an in-
formal, casual style that was consistent with the new freedom within 
the family and derived from the mobility of the hand-held camera”.

Camera phone photographs are often even more personal than 
other snapshots. What contributes to the personal character of cam-
era phone photography, in particular, is that, instead of many mem-
bers of a family sharing one camera, they can now all photograph 
with their individual mobile phones. As a consequence, the cam-
era phone is not necessarily used to create a collective memory, but 
rather to record the course of quite personal situations, constructing 
something of a visual diary. The camera phone can act as a personal 
flipbook of images (Kindberg et al., 2005b), or a photographic mem-
ory, a mobile archive of memories always within easy reach, some-
thing to look at again and again (Scifo 2005, 365).

Photographs in the memory of the camera phone do not then form 
a family album, but a very personal photo album. Lisa Gye (2007, 284) 
notes that camera phone photographs reinforce the user’s individ-
uality rather than her ties to other groups. She brings forth Daniel 
Palmer’s (2005; ref. Gye 2007, 284) argument that the Nokia moment 
is far more intimate than the Kodak moment. 

Heidi Rae Cooley (2005), too, proposes that photography using a 
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camera phone is informed by an autobiographical and self-docu-
mentary impulse. She argues that mobile imaging is invested in the 
accumulation associated with a database logic, instead of the narra-
tive logic: camera phone photographs do not necessarily intend to 
provide a coherent narrative, but rather a continuous awareness of 
the photographer’s surroundings. Camera phone photographs per-
form a tracking function, a self-record of one’s life. (ibid.) 

This personal character of camera phone communication is ap-
parent in a comment from the Arcada study interviews. According to 
Joakim, a camera phone, in comparison to a stand-alone camera, is “a 
little bit more personal, more ‘you’ (…) it’s from your perspective at 
that moment, because phones have become synonymous with peo-
ple nowadays”. 

Camera phones, like digital cameras in general, can also be applied 
to archiving or recording information for later reference. It is possi-
ble to use camera phones as scanners or copy machines, or even as 
handheld barcode readers. There are examples of digital shoplifting, 
where people use camera phones to photograph pages from maga-
zines instead of buying the printed product. The zero cost of taking 
photographs has created a new genre in snapshot photography that 
has nothing to do with interpersonal communication. In this sense, 
the camera phone is Janus-faced: it entails exceptional possibilities 
for direct interpersonal communication, yet it is often influenced by 
ultra-personal photographic motives.
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4.4   “They have to be really good friends to 
whom you send the message”
Photo messaging bonds the intimate practices of personal photog-
raphy with the intimate practices of mobile messaging. This insight 
about the prominence of intimacy in visual mobile communication 
can be supported by available research on photo messaging. 

For instance, Scifo (2005, 367–368) sees photo messaging as reas-
serting the mobile phone’s cultural identity as a medium, which in-
tensifies communication with proximate relations. Kato et al. (2005, 
306) maintain that couples and close groups of friends have the high-
est volume of remote image sharing. In less intimate relationships, 
images are rarely transmitted, although they may be shared from 
the handset when people are physically co-present (ibid.). Photo mes-
sages support closeness between friends and family members and 
function to maintain and enforce social bonds (Oksman 2006, 103; 
see also Demumieux & Habbouche 2004; Döring et al. 2006, 207; 
Gai 2007, 205–205; Koskinen 2007, 135). 

In addition to the general conventions familiar from mobile mes-
saging, a reason for the careful and constricted intimacy in photo 
messaging is that people are selective about sending visual infor-
mation of themselves (Ito 2005b; Okabe & Ito 2006, 91–93). Shar-
ing of images is an even more selective and intimate enterprise than 
sharing of text (Okabe 2005; see also Sarvas et al. 2004; Nathwani & 
Eason 2005, 193). However, the ever-growing practice of publishing 
personal photographs in social media is an example of a less selec-
tive mode, representing at least partly the Snapr culture.

Another explanation for the prevailing intimacy in photo messaging 
is that images are more ambiguous than verbal messages, and thus 
need common background or previous mutual knowledge between 
the communicators to be interpreted correctly (see e.g. Mäkelä et al. 
2000, 553–554; Ling et al. 2005, 76; Kondor 2007, 29). Pictorial un-
derstanding may require a common context of interpretation, a close 
social bond. Therefore, photo messaging can be expected to function 
most e&ectively in intimate groups, where the level of mutual com-
prehension is at a high level. 

The results from the Arcada study comply well with the observa-
tions of intimacy in photo messaging. In the questionnaire, 29 peo-
ple of 91 in total responded to the question “To whom do you nor-
mally send !!" messages?” 23 of them mentioned sharing mo-
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bile photographs with friends, four reported explicitly sending !!" 
messages to their girlfriends, and 15 communicated by photo messag-
es with family members, be they siblings, children, parents or family 
in general. Only two of the respondents (both were part of the Arca-
da sta& ) had sent !!" messages to colleagues or students. 

A similar result could be concluded on the basis of the question 
“From whom do you normally receive !!" messages?” This question 
received a slightly higher number of responses (35). Again, the ma-
jority of photographic communication occurred between acquaint-
ances, as 25 respondents had received !!" messages from friends. 
One respondent had received messages only from his wife, another 
only from his girlfriend. 16 respondents mentioned having received 
!!" messages from family members. One had also received photo 
messages from colleagues and students, and two had received their 
only !!" messages from a teleoperator (probably promotional mes-
sages). 

The study interviews conform with the results from the question-
naire. Kasper described sending photo messages “just to pretty close 
friends”. When comparing sending photographs as !!" messages 
and publishing them on the web, he indicated that messaging is more 
closely tied to personal relationships: “To send [via !!"] the picture, 
it’s more personal.” The photographs he publishes on the web are 
less “inside jokes”, and more motivated by an artistic ambition. 

For Lotta, the group to which she communicates with mobile im-
ages was “kind of the same circle that I talk to”: friends, boyfriend, 
family, and friends abroad. Anja had received "!" messages also 
from students and colleagues, but !!" messages only from friends 
or family members. Ulla explained that she sends !!" messages to 
people with whom she would communicate more often in other ways, 
too. Joakim and Bengt, too, described sending !!" messages to 
close friends, and not to random people. 

Often, the messaging culture exists between only certain individu-
als, in an extremely limited communication circle. Three of the Ar-
cada interviewees narrowed the circle of people to whom they send 
!!" messages down to only one single person. A possible reason for 
this behaviour was simply that other friends or family members did 
not own an !!"-enabled phone at that time and thus could not par-
ticipate in the photo messaging culture.

Kjell’s reason for sending photo messages mostly to family and a 
few friends was that “[t]hey have to be really good friends to whom 
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you send the message, because it reveals a lot of your own interests 
and personality”. In addition, the contents of a photograph may be 
meaningful and significant only to one certain person. He used to 
send photo messages to “keep up with friends”, to maintain a con-
nection, for example by sending a picture of an interesting bird to 
a friend whom he knows to be interested in birds, as “it connects to 
that what the receiver is interested in”. He concluded that “I have a 
few good friends, we are sending to each other what we see and what 
we do. We try to keep contact by sending pictures of when we are at 
some special occasion, trip or if anything has happened, we try to 
share the experiences visually.” 

Kjell also mentioned that “I have separate pictures for different 
receivers”, meaning that the photo messages he sends are connect-
ed to the interests or hobbies his friends or family members have. 
They are not general pictures, but personalized and customized 
photographs. The photographs he sends from travels are examples 
of these “specialized pictures”. They are aimed at certain people; 
he sent, for instance, a photograph from Miami to a friend who had 
been to Miami before and told him about it. 

Lotta also remembered having sent a photo message in conjunc-
tion with something that she had previously been talking about with 
a friend: “[W]e were just talking about this yesterday, and now it re-
ally happens, and I take a picture of it.”

Bengt commented that “[t]hey are more personal, those [the pho-
tographs] that you send as !!" (…) like this car that I saw and took 
a picture and sent to my son, it was just for him and no one else”. 
The personality of the photograph was accentuated because his son 
had just bought the same model of car as depicted in the photo mes-
sage. If Bengt had placed the same photograph of the car on a gener-
al photo sharing site on the web, it would have been just a “photo of 
a car”, but now that certain model had meaning in the interpersonal 
communication relationship betwen the father and the son.

Ulla provided an example of a personalized photo message (Image 
2). She had received a photo message from a friend, showing the 
friend’s two Belgian giant rabbits, familiar to Ulla, standing on their 
hind legs. In the message, the photograph was accompanied by the 
text “Is the grass really greener on the other side of the fence?” The 
owner of the rabbits had built a place for them outdoors. Both rab-
bits are standing, one on the ground and one on an object of some sort. 
They are merely standing on their hind legs faced towards the fence, 
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but not looking over the fence.
Ulla explained that she did not forward the image to some third 

person who would not be familiar with the rabbits, as then it would 
have been only a “general funny e-mail message of animals”. The 
photograph of the rabbits might have worked well on Flickr just as 
a “general funny picture”, but as an interpersonal message it would 
have been awkward, if sent to someone with no connection or previ-
ous knowledge of the rabbits.

Ulla proceeded by mentioning that she had received or sent !!" 
messages only with personal contents, and that she would send pho-
tographs of “dead” things (e.g. buildings) only if it were of somebody’s 
home. The contents of a photo message seem to need a personal con-
nection both to the sender and the receiver, in order for the photo-
graph to be worth sending.

As the one exception, Mikael was quite open to the idea of online 
publishing of photographs sent as !!" messages. In general, he liked 
to post photographs on the web, his friends forming a community 
that gathered at a blog. He was engaged in strictly one-to-one inti-
mate pictorial communication only with his girlfriend.
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4.5   Conclusion
Photo messaging introduces to photographic communication ele-
ments that are characteristic to telephone communication and espe-
cially mobile messaging: interpersonality and intimacy. Mobile mes-
saging is primarily dyadic person-to-person communication, in par-
ticular between partners, family members and friends. In this sense, 
photo messages do not easily lend themselves to establishing new 
relationships. The results from the Arcada questionnaire and inter-
views give support to this conclusion, as almost all of the respond-
ents’ !!" messages were communicated to close acquaintances: the 
social circle of photo messaging is extremely small. 

In the chapter, I divided the practices of remote sharing of camera 
phone photographs into two domains: publishing and interpersonal 
messaging. Publishing is strongly connected to the social media ap-
plications and services on the web, whereas messaging concentrates 
on communicating the photograph directly to a certain person. Pri-
vacy and intimacy are important attributes for messaging.

The camera phone influences personal photography in two quite 
contrary ways. First, the function of photography can become more 
pronouncedly interpersonal through the easy one-to-one sharing 
of contents. Second, photographs on the mobile phone can be often 
projected toward building an extremely personal archive, a private 
visual database. 

However, there are also other qualities of mobile phone commu-
nication that affect camera phone photography. In the next chap-
ter, I will review the temporal features of visual mobile commu-
nication brought about by real-time communication that is char-
acteristic of telephone communication. I refer to the temporal 
aspect of photo messaging as near-time communication, derived 
from the expression near real-time.
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5   Near-time photographic 
communication

[The camera phone is used to capture] like instant things, for 
example you see a really hot girl somewhere, and I want to take 
a picture and send to a friend, look who’s at the party, so it’s like 
quick things with the phone. 

This quote from Kasper demonstrates the momentary character of 
photo messaging, which is influenced both by the digital camera in 
the phone and the network connection included in the device. The 
camera phone enables photographs to be communicated forward al-
most immediately after they have been captured. 

In this chapter, I will review time in relation to camera phone com-
munication. I will not focus on the implications of time in the image,23 
but rather on the time that passes between the original exposure 
and the remote viewing of the photograph. It is the time outside the 
photograph, the time diverged from the moment of capturing the 
photograph. The justification for this orientation is that the major 
change that photo messaging causes in the practices of personal pho-
tography is related specifically to the time of communication, rather 
than the time of the photographic act. 

In reference to the theory of photography, a part of the chapter is 
devoted to adapting ideas from Roland Barthes, in particular his dis-
cussion on spatial immediacy and temporal anteriority and the con-
cept of punctum. For Barthes, it was not possible to consider pho-
tography as a part of telephone communication, but I will extend his 
thoughts into the context of visual mobile communication.

23   A good example of a recent, interesting study on time in a photograph is by Petri 
Anttonen (2005) on temporal sequence photography. Anttonen used sliding shutters 
in a camera that jointly combined the simultaneous and the non-simultaneous in one 
photograph (ibid., 199). 
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5.1   Inherent immediacy of photo messaging
It can be argued that in the process of developing communication 
technology over the last few centuries, the most emphasis has been 
placed on advancing telecommunication media, in particular to 
overcome geography by enabling people to communicate over dis-
tances. Since the late 19th century, development has been particu-
larly rapid in technologies that allow communication over distance 
in real time, that is, everything with the prefix tele – telegraph, tele-
phone, telex, television (see Manovich 2001, 162; Harper & Hodges 
2006, 256). In this telematic culture,24 messages can be sent to dis-
tant others without material carriers. Distance is not an obstacle to 
communication anymore, and communicative connections are no 
longer determined by physical location.

In addition to the crossing of distance, the possibility of commu-
nicating in real time is a vital aspect of telecommunication; tele is 
defined both by the simultaneity and the crossing-of-space of com-
munication. Paul Virilio (1998, 51; see also Darley 2000, 188) even 
insists that, due to new communication technology, here ceases to 
exist and everything is only now, meaning that we can be present in 
multiple spaces simultaneously. This is in strong contrast to the fact 
that, before electronic communication, the geographical distance 
between places was relative to the time taken to move from a place 
to another. 

John Urry (2000, 104–105, 126, 129) uses the expression instanta-
neous time in describing how communicational changes allow infor-
mation to be instantaneously transmitted across the globe. When in-
formation from any point can be transmitted with the same speed, 
the concepts of near and far, distance, and space itself no longer have 
any meaning (Manovich 1996).

5.1.1   Photograph as after-image
Real-time communication over distance has always been the essence 
of telephone communication. By contrast, the most prominent use of 
photographs has been recording and documenting events for view-
ing at a later time. Before the advent of digital photography, it took 

24   The term telematization has been used to describe the increasing penetration of 
everyday life by long distance communication media (Höflich & Gebhardt 2005, 9). 
Weibel (1996, 340) places the beginning of the telematic culture around 1840, at the 
time of the invention of telegraphy.
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considerable time just to develop the photographs, not to speak of 
transmitting them instantly from the camera to some distant recipi-
ent. 

Conceptions of photography have generally regarded the essence 
of photography as the that-has-been, subject to the passing of time. 
According to Barthes (1977/1991, 44), a photograph does not estab-
lish a consciousness of the being-there of the object in the photo-
graph, but an awareness of its having-been-there. In his essay Rheto-
ric of the Image, Barthes presents a specific space-time category for 
photographs: spatial immediacy and temporal anteriority, “the pho-
tograph being an illogical conjunction between the here-now and the 
there-then” (ibid.). 

The concept of spatial immediacy can be read as the ability of a 
photograph to provide in itself a presence in space by being in front 
of the viewer as a material artefact, the here-now of an event photo-
graphed in some other place, some time ago. The then of the photo-
graph is present here and now. The photograph provides an after-im-
age of the moment, place or person photographed, through a tem-
poral transition – in a way, the photograph is a re-enactment of that 
situation. Photography is then about presence in space and absence 
in time. 

Photographs are like time machines, as they shuttle us back and 
forth between past and present (Batchen 2004, 97). Yet, there is only 
one then for the photograph, the moment when it was captured. By 
contrast, the spectator’s now, the moment of looking at the image, 
has no fixed duration (Wollen 2003, 76; Osborne 2003, 70). Actu-
ally, the then of the photograph can outlast the viewer’s now (Cous-
ins 2000, 4), as the photograph will continue to exist even after the 
viewer’s death.

Photography can also be thought to be about the disappearance of 
the object. Every photograph puts an end to the real presence of the 
object. (Baudrillard 1999, 147) The click of the shutter marks “the 
place of an irreversible absence, a place from which the look has been 
averted forever” (Metz 2003, 143). As a consequence, every photo-
graph has an auratic relation to its moment, as nothing else can pro-
duce that instant again. This is also true of photo messages; the pho-
tograph sent as a photo message is a repetition of a one-time occur-
rence. 

However, the available research on photo messaging directs us to 
the assumption that the communicative relationship of the photo 
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message to time is in many respects different from that of a photo-
graph taken with a camera lacking any capabilities for telecommuni-
cation. The most important di&erence is the immediacy of commu-
nication; photo messages tend to be sent forward from the camera 
phone quite soon after the photograph has been captured. 

In the previous chapter, I introduced the idea that many of the con-
ventions of photo messaging originate in the practices familiar from 
mobile messaging. It can be fairly safely presumed that a text mes-
sage is normally written, sent and received within a reasonably short 
time span.25 A similar relation with time and level of immediacy can 
be associated with photo messaging. The sender and the recipient of 
a photo message share roughly the same time space with the photo-
graph, meaning that the act of taking the photograph, sending it and 
viewing it are most probably temporally only slightly apart (minutes, 
hours, but rarely days or more).

A photo message can offer the same type of spatial immediacy as 
any photograph. In addition, a photo message can also provide tem-
poral immediacy. A conventional photograph can mediate an event 
from there-then to here-now, but a photo message forms a connec-
tion between there-now and here-now. A traditional photograph is 
communication over time, not communication in time. In a photo 
message, the past of the photograph is not always temporally much 
apart from the present, the moment of viewing. Photo messaging is 
thus more about communicating over space than communicating 
over time. 

Photo messaging does not, however, represent perfectly live trans-
mission, as photo messages cannot be sent synchronously with the 
capture of the photograph. Photo messages are a&ected by the limi-
tations of the camera to establish communication in time, as taking 
and communicating a photograph always takes time. Photography, 
even on a mobile phone, is not real-time communication, at best only 
near-time communication. It is slightly delayed in the same way as 
text messaging. 

Following the classification by Lev Manovich (1995a), the screen of 
the mobile phone can be weighed against the real-time screen show-
ing the present (cf. the concept of Big Optics defined by Virilio),26 the 
25   I have not actually found studies which concentrated on finding out how  
immediate text messages are, how soon after writing they are sent. 
26   Big Optics represents real-time electronic transmission of information and the 
world of telecommunication. By contrast, Small Optics is based on the geometric 
perspective and involves the distinctions between near and far. (Virilio 1998)
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classical screen displaying a static, permanent image (e.g. a printed 
photograph), and the dynamic screen displaying a moving image of 
the past (e.g. film). A photo message lies somewhere between the re-
al-time screen and the classical screen, as the photograph commu-
nicated to the screen of another mobile phone has never a capacity 
for similar real-time transmission as, for example, a radar screen. If 
photographs were continually updated in real time, they would, in 
effect, turn into a video call. Yet, most importantly, the screen of a 
mobile phone di&ers from the screen of a stand-alone digital camera 
in that it is a telecommunicative screen, it can show photographs of 
distant, yet contemporaneous occurrences. 

5.1.2   Communicating the now
The findings in the studies on photo messaging are congruent with 
the notion of immediacy (see Koskinen et al. 2002, 26; Kato et al. 
2005, 307–308; Kindberg et al. 2005a, 1545; Sarvas et al. 2004; Riv-
ière 2005, 174; Spasojevic et al. 2005; Wilhelm & Towle 2005). I 
have not come across any studies maintaining that photo messages 
are primarily sent forward from mobile phones only after extensive 
time (days, weeks) has passed. 

Studies indicate that camera phone communication shifts away 
from “this is what I saw then” to “this is what I see now” (Gye 2007, 
285; Goggin 2006, 149). Wilhelm et al. (2004, 1406) highlight the im-
portance of the power of now in camera phone communication. Thus, 
the idea of live coverage is not altogether unfamiliar to people using 
photo messages in mobile communication. Photo messaging is tied 
to the technological and cultural form of phone communication – 
the here and now communication space (Poutiainen 2007, 11; see also 
Weight 2007, 164).

According to Kindberg et al. (2005b), timeliness (i.e. how soon the 
communication occurs after the point of capture) is an important 
factor when choosing to send images by !!". Certain images gain 
greater impact when being shared in the moment. Kindberg et al. 
(ibid., 47-48) provide an example of such an image from their study. A 
father wanting to remind his daughter to feed the fish sent a picture of 
a goldfish as a photo message. Because of mobile connectivity, the fa-
ther could be sure that she was going to receive the message in time. 

Koskinen (2007, 51) follows these findings by stating that it is the 
fact that one is there right now that often justifies sending the mes-
sage. People simply report with photo messages what they are doing 
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at the moment, and communicate the place where things are happen-
ing (ibid., 57). 

The conventions of mobile messaging can be contrasted with other  
forms of photographic communication from the mobile phone, which 
are not necessarily as immediate. For instance, the study on a web-
based mobile sharing service MobShare (Sarvas et al. 2005) showed 
that sharing of photographs did not follow immediately after the 
capture. During the six-week test period, the majority (84 percent) 
of the pictures shared were taken within three days prior to sharing, 
however the average time di&erence between capturing and sharing 
was 64 hours. (ibid., 34) 

In the !!!2 study reported by Van House and Davis (2005), the 
finding was that most sharing of photographs to the web from the 
mobile phone occurred within 24 hours of image capture. However, 
it is hard to regard a full day as a period which could be counted as 
immediate. Thus, it seems that the pronounced interpersonal aspect 
in photo messaging contributes to the immediate sharing of photo-
graphs.

5.1.3   “Photo messaging is about what  
I am experiencing at the moment” 
The insights and experiences of the interviewees in the Arcada study 
are in line with the results on the immediate character of photo mes-
saging that I have found in other studies. In accentuating the impor-
tance of the moment, Kjell commented that “[photo messaging is 
about] what I am experiencing at the moment”. The ability to com-
municate at the very moment is “very important” to him, and he 
continued that “[m]ultimedia messaging is something that is bound 
to the moment”. Via a photo message, he can share the moment, send 

“an instant postcard”: “That I want to say what I am doing now, this 
is my moment.”

Anja presented a case of establishing a contemporaneous and mo-
ment-based connection through photo messaging when thinking 
about the possibility of sending an !!" message from Lapland, in  
northern Finland, to her friends at their summer house, expressing 

“it’s like this here”, when, in spring time, Lapland is still covered with 
snow and at the summer house, in southern Finland, the ice in the 
lake has already broken. If they viewed the same photograph a 
month later, the difference in the weather would not be so drastic 
anymore, as the snow in Lapland would also have melted away. Simi-
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larly, Bengt had received photo messages from his lady friend on her 
trip to Egypt in November that showed how warm it was there at the 
time, compared to the cold weather back home.

Kasper tended to send photo messages “pretty much instantly” 
after taking the photograph. Lotta, too, mentioned sending photo 
messages “mostly instantly” after capture. Joakim indicated usually 
sending the photo messages “almost immediately when I have been 
in this situation”. He followed this by stating that he usually sends 
photo messages from situations that come up quickly: “it’s something 
out of the norm kind of situations” or “out of the blue situation”. For 
him, the main positive thing about camera phones was that one could 
send the photograph right away.27 

Mikael used to send photo messages within a couple of minutes 
of taking the photograph. For him, immediacy was the most impor-
tant reason to use !!", as he did not want to wait until he gets to the 
computer in order to send certain photographs. The camera phone 

“makes it [photography] a lot more personal and immediate, it brings 
maybe a new dimension to visual communication, you can send 
them wherever you are”. Actually, for him immediacy was practical-
ly the sole motivation for sending photo messages: “I think the only 
reason to use them [!!" messages] is because they are immediate-
ly there.”

Ulla mentioned that certain photographs, especially those tied to 
a situation, lose their interest over time. It is appropriate to send a 
photograph of the situation immediately, but after a while, other 
forms of communication might be more feasible. For example, after 
catching a remarkably big pike fish, she sent the photo message 
(Image 3) “quite immediately”, “because it’s the situation, and after 
a while it’s not big a thing getting the fish. Later on it’s something 
you can tell or mention in a text message.”

The plastic basin where the pike fish is placed exemplifies the size 
of the fish. The volume of the basin is familiar to those Finns who 
have bought one in order to bathe their baby. In a sense, it is a clas-
sic “look how big a fish I caught” photograph, although lacking the 
angler herself smiling beside the fish.

When asked why it is important that the person at the other end 
27   In addition to sending photo messages, Joakim mentioned capturing photographs 
during the day with his camera phone and moving them to his computer in the evening 
and then sending them to his friends via #! (instant messaging). His #! evening chats 
included the sending of photographs of “unusual things that you walk by on the street”
during the day, forming, in a way, a visual report describing his day, kind of a photoblog. 
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can receive the photo message on his phone immediately, Anja re-
sponded that “[i]f he doesn’t receive it right away (…) the delay is so 
big that it [the photograph] has not so much meaning any more. If I 
have seen a duckling, ‘oh here were so cute ducklings that just came 
out of the nest’, it might not be so interesting after some days.” So, 
she had the custom of usually sending the photo messages almost in-
stantly after capture, except for such “stock photographs” (e.g. pic-
tures of flowers) that she communicated as birthday greetings.

In fact, the only instances of photo messages not being sent im-
mediately after capture that came up in the interviews were these 
stock photographs used as mobile greeting cards, for which the pho-
tograph could be retrieved from the memory of the phone. The study 
by Heli Rantavuo (2009) also provides examples of the same images 
being used several times in di&erent photo messages.

These examples from the Arcada interviews demonstrate, for their 
part, the salience of immediacy in photo messaging.28 The idea is to 
share a specific, fleeting moment by using a photograph. Often the 
value of those photographs diminishes by time. Therefore, transi-
ence is another focal characteristic of photo messaging. In the fol-
lowing section, I will continue by discussing the often short life of 
photographic messages.

28   The traditional forms of mobile messaging – such as !!" and "!" – have 
a stronger attachment to immediacy than those forms of mobile communication that 
have emerged in $% communication – such as e-mail. Although the messages may be 
directed to the same mobile phone, text messages and e-mails have di&erent conno-
tations of urgency (Mazmanian & Erickson, 2007; ref. Rettie 2007).
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5.2   Transient visual messages
A dominant feature of all telephone communication is transience. 
Voice calls have been habitually recorded by intelligence agencies 
and the like, but not readily preserved and documented by ordinary 
people. Only since the emergence of text messaging has phone com-
munication been easily documented. By contrast, photography has 
been a mode of communication oriented primarily for documenta-
ry purposes.

5.2.1   Camera phone and disposable photography
The transience of photographic images is not a totally new phenom-
enon. According to John Tagg (1988, 56), the era of throwaway imag-
es began as early as the late 19th century, when Kodak revolutionized
family photography and illustrated newspapers began to reproduce 
large amounts of portraits of public figures. The possession of indi-
vidual images was not so remarkable anymore. Halpern (1974) adds 
that “[w]here the Victorian portrait suggested permanence the snap-
shot suggests transience.”

During the last ten years, digital technology has even more precip-
itated transience in personal photography. The proliferation of cost-
e'cient digital photography – the zero-cost involved in digital pho-
tography after purchasing the memory card – is a major factor be-
hind the spontaneity of photography and lesser value of individual 
photographs. If one does not have to pay for developing the film and 
printing the photographs, the threshold of discarding a photograph 
is often lower.

The material form of printed photographs influences greatly the 
way people treat their photographs. A study by Van House et al. 
(2004a; 2004b) on the social uses of personal photography – the rea-
sons people take photographs, the kinds of photographs they take, 
what they do with them afterwards – shows the power of the phys-
ical image. The participants readily deleted photographs received 
as e-mail attachments, but would almost never throw away photo-
graphs received from friends and family through ordinary mail.

Throwing away printed family photographs can be seen as a “hor-
rific” act, and thus rarely realized (Rose 2004, 553). The elimination 
of a physical photograph is a much more demanding effort (both 
mentally and physically) than discarding an immaterial photograph 
from the memory card is, as one has to throw the photograph into 
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the garbage or even burn it. If the experience of disposing a digital 
photograph equalled that of burning of a photograph, the threshold 
of discarding it would probably be higher.29

The camera phone, on the other hand, promotes disposable pho-
tography. Some years ago, people might have made the decision  
between an analogue and a digital camera by choosing to capture 
more “important” images on analogue film cameras (Van House et 
al. 2004a). Now a similar divide has been established between digit-
al cameras and camera phones in that stand-alone cameras are often 
used to take pictures that will be cherished and useful for a longer 
time.

The general anticipation towards mobile images seems to be that 
they are best when fresh, they can live vigorously for a while, be 
shared with friends and then be soon forgotten. They have little ex-
pectation of future value and a short useful life (Van House & Davis 
2005). Korean researcher Dong-Hoo Lee (2005) underlines the tran-
sience of mobile photographs by stating that “to photograph with a 
camera phone is to assume that the event is easily forgettable”.

Koskinen (2007, 21) considers camera phone photographs to rep-
resent barely more than a spur of the moment, “designed for no other 
purpose than to have fun for a few seconds before being discarded”. 
Camera phones embrace a photographic culture where photographs 
are intended more for momentary fun and consumption rather than 
for providing a lasting value (ibid., 58–59).

Based on her study, Rantavuo (2007) concludes that camera phone 
snapshots are not necessarily perceived as photographs at all. Rather, 
they are conceived of as disposable instruments, or decorations that 
momentarily support communication. One interviewee in her study 
noted interestingly that “[s]omehow the photos taken with the digit-
al camera are more like photographs, the phone photos are, like, for 
messages or, not so much for keeping”. (ibid.)

Oksman (2006, 116) maintains that because of the ubiquity of 
camera phones, photography is no longer perceived as a precious 
and unique occasion. She takes an example from her study, where 
two 20-year-old interviewees claimed that “[i]t’s more spontane-
ous because you have the thing [camera phone] with you all the time. 
(…) That maybe they’re not real, actual photographs. You don’t think 
of these phone images as something you will return to when you’re 

29   I thank Mika Elo for the idea of burning a digital photograph – burning in  
the sense of torching it, not saving it on a ()( or some other optical disc.
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a grandmother.” A subject in another Finnish study (Pesonen 2005) 
mentioned that he had deleted some “really old” photographs from 
the camera phone, but it turned out that those photographs were only 
a few months old. However, when used as a “digital wallet” (see Oks-
man 2005, 359) the mobile phone can also act as a more lasting repos-
itory for images: an archive, a miniature photo album of girlfriends, 
boyfriends, children, grandchildren and pets.

A rare yet genuine problem with camera phone photographs is that, 
if they are saved in the camera phone itself, they are buried in a dis-
posable device. Bengt explained that he was not able to transfer his 
photographs from the old camera phone to the computer, so he lost 
all the photographs when upgrading to a new phone. Kasper also 
noted that there is a high risk of the photographs being destroyed 
when a person changes the phone (which nowadays happens quite 
often).

The technical aspects of the camera phone also have an effect on 
the transience of mobile photographs. The camera phone might be 
considered as more of a photographic toy. The low quality encourag-
es users to capture images for short-term uses, “with more interest 
in sharing than in searching or retrieving their photos” (Wilhelm et 
al. 2004, 1406). However, the quality of cameras in camera phones is 
advancing rapidly, although in many camera phones their quality is 
still quite low. Mobile phones today are also supplied with increas-
ing amounts of memory, so it is no longer necessary to erase pho-
tographs from the phone because it is full. Therefore, it is less self- 
evident that camera phone photographs have little expectation of 
future value.

5.2.2   “I don’t know why I have saved them  
because I have sent them already”
The affiliation with networked photography promotes, for its part, 
the transience of photographs. Rantavuo (2007) points out that when 
used in web communication, the snapshot photograph becomes a 
disposable tool. It is a “transitory tool for transitory communication” 
(ibid.). The participants in a study on Flickr use (Van House 2007) 
also described the photographs published on the web as “transitory, 
ephemeral, throwaway; a stream, not an archive”. There exists a new 
category of photography, called “ephemera”; Flickr and other web-
sites oriented for the social use of digital photography have much 
more to do with transience than with loss (Murray 2008, 154–155). 
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In all, photographs might become less objects to be saved than mes-
sages to be circulated (Sontag 2004).

As part of networked photography, photo messages, too, are ephem-
eral and potentially disposable postings, fleeting acts of communi-
cation. Van Dijck (2007, 110) writes how the connotation of e-mail-
ing photographs instead of sending printed photographs in a letter is 

“one of transience rather than of permanence, a mere update rather 
than a record”. 

The Arcada interviews also indicated that there is a di&erence be-
tween communicating and remembering. Bengt had deleted many 
photographs from the phone, but for instance those that he had re-
ceived from his lady friend from her trip to Egypt he had saved, “of 
course”. He also had a habit of saving most of his own !!" messages. 
He wondered, however, why he had done that: “I don’t know why I 
have saved them because I have sent them already.” This provides an 
exceptionally demonstrative example of the communicational dom-
inance in photo messaging.

Kasper noted that “[t]he more nonsense picture I get, those I usu-
ally erase”. He seemed to consider those as (humorous) acts of com-
munication, that they were not even intended to be considered as 
treasured photographic objects. In a similar fashion, Mikael com-
mented that “[m]essages you just want to send somebody, like a funny 
face or something, and you don’t want to keep yourself, you don’t save 
them. If it’s something you want to remember then you save it.”

By contrast, Kjell had a habit of saving on the computer the !!" 
messages he had received, mainly in order to be able to look at the 
pho  tographs better, as the small mobile screen did not offer a de-
tailed view of the image. He also mentioned archiving the photo 
messages he had sent himself. Generally, he considered the photo-
graphs saved on the phone as a “log of happenings”.

Thus, photo messages can be useful in both interpersonal commu-
nication and individual reminiscing. They are communication in the 
moment, but at the same time building blocks of memory. Nowhere 
near all of the communicated photo messages fall into cyber oblivion. 
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5.3   Distance as the new punctum
One possible explaining factor for the transience – and non-transi-
ence as well – of photo messaging can be dusted o& from the theory 
of photography: the punctum. A detail in the photograph, as well as 
time, and in the context of photo messaging, also the distance be-
tween the communicators can be the source of punctum. Distance is 
what I propose to be the new punctum.

Roland Barthes introduced the concept of punctum in his classic 
work Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (1981/2000). The 
punctum is the detail in a pho tograph that attracts the viewer (ibid., 
42). It is in contrast to the studium, the cultural coding or cultural 
context of the photograph, the general knowledge in the photograph 
(ibid., 94–96). The studium is the whole context of meaning and ref-
erences (Baudrillard 1999, 139), it is the shared cultural information 
of average interest (Scott 1999, 24). By contrast, the punctum is, in a 
way, cultureless and totally personal (Barthes 1981/2000, 90).

The detail in the photograph that “stings” the viewer is too person-
al to generalize for all viewers (Jay 1993, 453; Mikkonen 2005, 71–72).
However, this personal relation does not have to be personal in the 
sense that the viewer knows the person in the photograph or that 
there is some kind of intimate relation between them, but that there is 
something in the photograph that is personally relevant to the view-
er, a subjective meaning. “It is what I add to the photograph and what 
is nonetheless already there” (Barthes 1981/2000, 55).

The concept of punctum can be said to be a later version of the trau-
ma that Barthes developed in his essay The Photographic Message 
(Barthes 1977/1991). Barthes (ibid., 30–31) writes that “[t]he trauma 
is a suspension of language, a blocking of meaning. (…) Truly trau-
matic photographs are rare, for in photography the trauma is wholly 
dependent on the certainty that the scene ‘really’ happened: the pho-
tographer had to be there.”

In addition to the detail in the photograph, time can also be the 
source of punctum. Or, more accurately, the passing of time, the 
fact that the person or object in the photograph existed and does not 
necessarily exist anymore, implicating the future death of the viewer 
as well. It is not just the abrupt and unforeseen detail, but also a de-
tail overrun by time. 

Barthes (1981/2000, 96) writes that “I now know that there exists 
another punctum (…) than the ‘detail’. This new punctum, which is 
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no longer of form but of intensity, is Time, the lacerating emphasis 
of the noeme (‘that-has-been’), its pure representation.” Barthes de-
scribes this with the famous example of the photograph of young 
Lewis Payne, waiting in his cell in 1865 to be hanged:

The photograph is handsome, as is the boy: that is the studium. 
But the punctum is: he is going to die. I read at the same time: 
This will be and this has been. (…) I shudder (…) over a catastro-
phe which has already occurred. Whether or not the subject is 
already dead, every photograph is this catastrophe. (ibid.)

This catastrophe is the punctum of the passage of time. A photograph 
is a pure representation of the passage of time, and therefore also 
connotes death (Olin 2002, 108; Fried 2005, 560–561). The feeling 
of loss is important; the inevitable aura of a lost past attached to all 
photographs causes a trauma or pain (Jay 1993, 444). 

A photo message, too, manifests a future death – death is latent in 
the image – yet due to its immediate and transient nature a photo 
mes sage has a di&erent relation to death and the passage of time from, 
for example, album photographs. In fact, it would be very peculiar to 
receive a photo message containing a picture of a dead person (not 
dead in the image, but dead now). By contrast, family photo albums 
are full of people that have already passed away. The passage of time 
is far more evident when viewing a family album than it is when 
communicating with photo messages.

Because photo messages are normally communicated very soon 
after taking the photograph, as communicational objects they are 
rarely very old. There is not necessarily a defeat of time in a photo 
message, at least at the moment of sending and reception. The 
noeme, the essence of a photograph, the that-has-been still exists, 
but the has-been is not very far temporally from the is, the present. 
The past is not very past in a photo message. In that sense, it is hard 
to feel a sensation of loss when receiving a photo message, at least a 
loss related to time.

My claim is then that in photo messaging the source of punctum is 
rather distance than time. The intimate one in the image is alive, but 
she is not here. She is absent, and this absence – not absence in time 
(which, in the extreme, is death), but absence in space – can be the 
source of punctum. What the notion of punctum does, in practice, is 
express the subjective awareness of absence produced – somewhat 
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paradoxically – by the visual activation of a feeling of presence (Villi 
& Stocchetti 2010). 

This temporary loss represents the same type of absence as with all 
telephone communication. It is the not the split between now and 
then but here and there that is the source of punctum. A picture sent 
as a photo message of the loved one brushing her teeth in a hotel 
room on the other side of the world can wound the receiver back 
home, due to the sensation of yearning. The photo message wounds 
over distance. In this sense, the photo message is similar to a picture 
of a loved one that has been placed in the wallet or a pendant. How-
ever, a photo message is not just a reminder of the other, but often, 
in addition, an expression of the sender’s feelings in that exact mo-
ment. 

The distance as the source of punctum has an effect on commu-
nication with photo messages and especially the transience of mo-
bile photographs. When sending photo messages between two inti-
mate ones, the loss is probably not permanent, and the motivation 
for photo messaging is high only during the phase of absence. This is 
exemplified, for instance, by two of the Arcada interviewees sending 
photo messages to their girlfriends habitually during their time in 
the army, when there was a forced distance between them, but cut-
ting down on photo messaging after the military service was over.30 
By contrast, the punctum of time never ceases. It is not possible to 
abolish time in the same sense as distance; the dead cannot return. 
Time as the source of punctum in a photograph is universal, no mat-
ter what its subject matter (Batchen 2007, 285–286). 

My argument is that in the case of photo messaging the fading of 
distance (i.e. when the loved one has returned) invalidates the punc-
tum in the photograph for the recipient of the photo message; dis-
tance is no longer a source of punctum. And if the punctum acts as 
an important motive for cherishing and saving photographs, then 
there is necessarily no reason to save the photo message once when 
the distance has reduced to zero, when the loved one is back home 
again.

30   These photo messages are discussed in more detail in chapter seven.
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5.4   Conclusion
In this chapter, the discussion on time has been related to the degree 
of immediacy between the capture of the photograph and the act of 
telecommunication. The camera phone enables the effortless com-
munication of photographs over distances without much delay, in 
almost real time, or, near time. This new relation to time in photo-
graphic communication affects the way a photograph can mediate 
the being of the object depicted in the image. A conventional photo-
graph mediates an event from there-then to here-now; by contrast, a 
photo message can form a connection between there-now and here-
now. In addition to spatial immediacy, a photo message also provides 
temporal immediacy. Photo messages communicate the now.

The Arcada study shows clearly how photo messaging is about what 
one is experiencing at the moment. The interviewees explained send-
ing photo messages almost instantly after capturing the photograph 
for the message. Most of the photographs they communicate as photo 
messages are strongly linked to sharing a certain moment, and would 
have less value if communicated the following week, or even the fol-
lowing day.

Immediacy is closely affiliated with transience. Photo messages 
are often most meaningful in the passing moment of communication, 
and do not necessarily have importance in the long run as documents 
to be placed in a photo album in order to be looked at during the com-
ing years and decades. Many photo messages are valuable only as 
records of a certain interpersonal interaction and engagement at a 
specific moment.

The temporal and temporary character of photo messaging is em-
phasized when considering the unrealistic possibility of an ordinary 
family photograph growing outdated and losing its significance for 
the family community. The contents of a photographic document 
might become undesirable, but not outdated.

The transience of photo messaging follows the conventions and 
the transitory nature of interpersonal mobile communication. In 
many regards, photo messages are closer to text messages than they 
are to printed photographs: photo messages are photographs whose 
purpose is primarily to act here and now. Photo messages, as well as 
text messages, can of course be saved for longer periods, but still it 
would be hard to imagine a widely-spread habit of assembling a text 
message album, although the most cherished text messages might 
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end up in a digital archive or copied on paper.
As an explanation regarding the decision to save or not to save a 

photograph, I o&ered the punctum. A concept developed by Roland 
Barthes, it refers to something in a photograph that stings, personal-
ly touches the viewer. A detail in the photograph, the passage of time 
or, in the case of photo messaging, the distance between the sender 
and the receiver of the photograph can all be a source of punctum. In 
the case of distance, the photograph easily loses its emotional edge 
when the communicators are back together again. This may lead to 
the diminishing of the value of the photograph.

Barthes’s punctum is a very di&erent concept from Carey’s ritual 
view of communication. First of all, punctum is connected to photo-
graphy. Secondly, punctum is personal rather than focused on the so-
cial aspects of communication. Punctum cannot explain, nor is it in-
tended to explain, how communication functions in the society.

I have now discussed key themes relating to photo messaging: in-
terpersonal communication, intimacy, immediacy and transience. 
The goal in the next two chapters is to employ this foundation in con-
structing the framework consisting of ritual communication and me-
diated presence. The discussion in this chapter on the inherent im-
mediacy in photo messaging has served as a prologue, in particular 
for the discussion on mediated presence.
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6 Ritual visual communication

The mood is blue when you are in the army (…) the same blue 
chairs every Sunday night (…) I wanted to share that feeling 
with my girlfriend. 

The above quote and the photo message representing empty seats 
in a train (Image 4), sent by Mikael to his girlfriend when returning 
back to the army base from a furlough, represent well the ritual visual 
communication mode of photo messaging. The photograph in itself 
is used to establish a connection, a sense of sharing and loving fellow-
ship, and to share the mood with the girlfriend. The longing for her 
presence is subsumed in the photograph. The seats are empty, void 
of any human presence; the blue mood of the journey away condens-
es in the blue seats. In this sense, the photograph depicts the emo-
tions of that (recurring) Sunday night very well.31

The focus in this chapter is on discussing mobile communication 
and photo messaging in the context of ritual communication, in par-
ticular the ritual view of communication as defined by James W. Carey. 
I consider photo messaging as being a predominantly ritual form of 
communication; it is characterized by sharing and mutual participa-
tion, rather than transmission of information.

Another theme in this chapter is the redundant nature of photo-
graphs sent as photo messages. An utterly banal everyday moment 
might not be worth photographing for photography’s sake, but the 
act of photography can be motivated by ritual interaction. The banal 
moment is photo-worthy as a message that communicates the con-
temporaneous feelings of the sender, establishing a connection and 
a sense of togetherness between the communicators.

31   Fortunately, Mikael received a consoling and caring text message as a response 
from his girlfriend, which eased the melancholy a bit.
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6.1   Ritual communication and social cohesion
According to Carey (1989, 18, 43), the ritual view of communication 
is typified by such concepts as sharing, participation, association, 
fellowship and the possession of common faith. The ritual view of 
communication is not directed toward the extension of messages in 
space but toward the maintenance of society in time; not the act of 
imparting information but the representation of shared beliefs. The 
ritual view regards communication as a means for producing and 
maintaining communality and community, and conceives communi-
cation as a practice through which a shared culture and community is 
created and modified. (ibid.) In all, ritual communication facilitates 
the maintenance, creation and integration of social networks and re-
lationships between people (Lüders 2007, 184).

Carey (1989, 20–21) o&ers an example of how the ritual metaphor 
works in the context of reading a newspaper. The act of reading is 
conceived as less gaining information and more as attending a mass, 
a situation in which nothing new is learned but in which a particular 
view of the world is portrayed and confirmed. As a consequence, ac-
cording to the ritual view, news is not information but drama.

By contrast, in the transmission view of communication the trans-
fer of information plays an important part. Communication is per-
ceived as a one-way transfer of messages and defined by terms such 
as sending, transmitting or giving information to others. It is formed 
from a metaphor of transportation, and in the centre is the idea of 
communication as a process of distribution of messages over dis-
tance for the purpose of control. The transmission view of commu-
nication is the basic orientation in our culture, one which dominates 
contemporary dictionary entries under the term communication. 
(Carey 1989, 14–15) For example, the Wikipedia entry for communi-
cation begins with the description “Communication is a process of 
transferring information from one entity to another.”32

Carey (1989, 43) relates the transmission view strongly to the 19th 
century desire to use communication to extend influence over wider 
distances and greater populations. By making a very strict distinction, 
transmission is related to power, control and conquest, whereas rit-
ual communication can be conceived as a way of belonging (Cmiel 
1992, 286). When the transmission of information forms the frame 

32   The English language Wikipedia visited on 25th October 2009.
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of reference for communication, the desire is simply to know how 
much it is possible to communicate or get across most efficiently. 
This view is evident in phrases such as the information superhighway 
used to describe new media technology. (Jones 1997, 7)

The significance of the ritual view of communication in the con-
text of communication studies is that it has quite influentially called 
into question the dominant perception of communication as mere 
transmission of information. The ritual view stresses that the social 
value of communicative behaviour is independent of the informa-
tive value of the message.

In addition to communication studies, ritual in mobile commu-
nication can also be approached from the viewpoint of sociology or 
social psychology – to consider, for instance, how mobile communi-
cation is used to create and maintain solidarity and cohesion with-
in a group. The book New Tech, New Ties: How Mobile Communica-
tion is Reshaping Social Cohesion by Rich Ling (2008a) contains an 
interesting discussion on mobile communication and ritual inter-
action. Ling develops the idea that ritual interaction – mediated or 
co-present – provides social cohesion. Ling bases his argumentation 
largely on the ideas and theories of Emile Durkheim, Erving Goff-
man and Randall Collins. 

Although Ling (2008a) does not relate his study to camera phones,33 
he importantly extends the study of ritual to interpersonal communi-
cation, to micro-interactions and to “normal mundane interaction”. 
His focus is not on ritual as obsessive or repetitive behaviour, nor does 
he consider ritual in the Durkheimian sense as a special event, cele-
bration, formal ceremony or cyclical rite. Thus, he is thinking more 
in line with Goffman (1967) by applying the idea of social ritual to 
everyday interpersonal interaction in small-scale settings. Another 
interesting trait in Ling’s study is the focus on mediated interaction. 
Actually, Ling (2008a, 56) criticizes previous analysis of ritual and 
social cohesion in that it has been based largely on the idea of physi-
cal co-presence. 

Ling’s definition of ritual shares characteristics with Carey’s defi-
nition, although Ling does not use the concept of ritual in a strong 
binary opposition to another form of communication or some other 
social practice. Ling (2008a) conceives the sharing of a mood and 

33   Ling (2008b) has conducted a smaller study on the role of camera phone  
photographs in maintaining bonds and relationship ties, titled “Trust, cohesion  
and social networks: The case of quasi-illicit photos in a teen peer group”.
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the mutual recognition of being engaged in a common situation as 
the basis of ritual cohesion. For example, gossip or chitchat can serve 
as a kind of phatic interaction. The point is not to exchange ground-
breaking information or to carry out any instrumental interaction. 
Gossip can simply be a phatic device by which partners assure one 
another that they are still active friends. (ibid., 153) 

The viewpoint on mobile communication provided by Ling serves 
as a good background for my discussion on ritual communication in 
the context of photo messaging. Ling’s approach also fills some of 
the deficiencies of Carey’s model. For example, Carey focuses more 
on the societal level than he does on examining the ritual view and 
the transmission view of communication in the framework of strict-
ly interpersonal communication settings, which is the essential con-
text of communication in regard to my study. For Carey, society is 
possible only in and through communication (Pauly 1997, 3).

However, importantly, in relation to interpersonal communication, 
Carey (1997) stresses the significance of oral conversation. In this, he 
emphasizes face-to-face conversation – the full presence – over me-
diated forms of communication. According to Carey, “[t]o say that 
communication begins in ritual is to say it begins in conversation in 
the sense that it is embodied. Conversation requires the actual pres-
ence of bodies. (…) Conversation enforces a recognition of others in 
the fullness of their presence.” By contrast, the printing press, tele-
vision and the Internet “do not so much create communities as re-
mind us of communities elsewhere embodied in first-order ritual 
and conversation”. (ibid., 314–315) 

Most significantly, ritual communication in both Ling’s and Carey’s 
view is about the management and maintenance of social cohesion, 
either pronouncedly on the societal (Carey) or the interpersonal 
level (Ling). The contribution of my study is that I apply Carey’s the-
ory to mediated interpersonal communication. In a sense, the ritual 
view of communication is revisited in an era of mobile phone com-
munication. What I add to both Carey’s and Ling’s viewpoint is the 
discussion of ritual in the context of visual communication and pho-
tography. 

6.1.1   Ritual communication in the context of  
mobile communication
Ling (2008a, 6) quite explicitly notes that certain characteristic forms 
of mobile communication can be considered as mediated ritual inter-
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action. Ritual communication also surfaces – although not always as 
overtly as an overarching concept – in other commentary on mobile 
communication. For instance, Christian Licoppe (2004, 147, 152) 
states that when the frequency and continuity of the flow of calls in 
mobile communication is important, the act of calling counts at least 
as much, if not more, than what is said. The ritualistic connection is 
established by expressing a state, feeling or emotion, rather than by 
explicitly communicating one’s news. It is almost a phatic mode of 
maintaining the link (ibid.). This type of continuous, connected com-
munication is closely related to the ritual view of communication as 
defined by Carey, as the connection is often more important than 
the explicit transmission of information.

A Norwegian example demonstrates the tendency to exchange text 
messages continuously (even 20–25 messages a day) with self-re-
porting texts: “I just woke up now”, “I’m finished with eating now” 
(Prøitz 2005, 198). According to Ruth Rettie (2006), the near-syn-
chronicity of text messaging relates to the feeling of a shared present. 
The recipient of the message knows that the other party is thinking 
of her at that particular time. Even a one-line text message, regard-
less of its textual contents, implies “I am thinking of you”. (ibid.) In 
the connected mode, the objective of mobile contact is “movement 
in the same rhythm” (Kopomaa 2000, 52–53). The relationship is, 
in a sense, online all the time, and particularly for those who rely on 
text messaging, their social relations are “always on”, the connect-
ed state is the default (Ito 2004). It is important to notice how these 
views demonstrate the power of now (see chapter 5.1.2), the immedi-
ate character of mobile messaging.

Ling (2007) notes how “[o]ften it is not the specific words of the 
text message or content of the call that are important, but rather 
the process of communicating”. The mediated interaction keeps the 
link between the partners active (ibid.). Mobile phone users create a 
space of shared awareness of one another by sending messages that 
are primarily designed to keep in touch, rather than to communicate 
specific bits of information (Okabe & Ito 2006, 84; see also Polazzi 
et al. 2002, 341). These sweet nothings function to a'rm the connec-
tion with each other (Ito 2004). The ability to send short messag-
es at any time provides a feeling of ultraconnectedness (Miyata et al. 
2005, 433). According to Ito (2004), this type of messaging is simi-
lar to the awareness that people might share about each other if they 
occupied the same physical space. The messages are “virtual taps on 
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the shoulder”, quick a'rmations of a connection. (ibid.)34

Hans Geser (2004, 7–8) follows along the same lines by noting how 
the mobile phone supports continuous grooming calls, which have 
primarily a non-instrumental, socio-emotional function. The use 
of the mobile phone is often similar to face-to-face communication, 
where it is common not to aim at conveying specific information, but 
rather at expressing a&ection (ibid.).

Another notable aspect of mobile phone communication, and es-
pecially text messaging, is communication as gift-giving. The proc-
esses of exchange can transform messages into things that have a 
special value and ritual properties. The routine sending of the night-
ly goodnight messages becomes recognised as a symbol of commit-
ment, an act that closely resembles ritual gift-giving (Taylor & Harp-
er 2002; Taylor & Harper 2003, 25–28; Berg et al. 2003, 434–435; 
for a discussion on goodnight text messages see also Grinter & El-
dridge 2001; Ito & Okabe 2003, 20; Licoppe 2004, 150; Prøitz 2005, 
191). Therefore, even if the content of the text message seems unim-
portant, the mere act of sending makes it important (Johnsen 2003, 
166). This tele-gift-giving is very close to ritual communication. The 
gift forms a connection between the sender and the receiver.

Other new media can be also reviewed in the context of the ritual 
view of communication. Nardi et al. (2000) have found similar exam-
ples in instant messaging (#!). They coin the term outeraction to de-
scribe a set of communicative processes outside of information ex-
change. For example, #! buddy lists can be used to maintain a sense 
of connection within an active communication zone in times when 
there is no actual conversation. These awareness moments produce 
a feeling of connection. (ibid.).

A direct link between the ritual view of communication and mobile 
communication is established by the concept of connectedness. Con-
nectedness has been widely discussed in literature on mobile com-
munication (for outlooks on mobile connectedness see e.g. Fox 2001; 
Katz & Aakhus 2002b, 8; Raudaskoski & Arminen 2003, 10; Licoppe 
2004; Haunstrup Christensen 2008; White & White 2008). Con-
nectedness consists specifically of the maintenance of relationships 

34   When considering these examples, the special situation of Japan has to be taken 
into account. Japanese youth have to use mediated communication to achieve a 
sense co-presence with peers, as they are not able to realize a physical connection at 
will because of their dependence on the parental home. For partners of teenage cou-
ples living with their parents, the mobile phone can be the primary means for staying 
in touch. (Ito 2005c, 138; Miyata et al. 2005b, 483)
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by connecting for the connection’s sake, not because an important 
piece of information needs to be transmitted. It is interaction that 
has no external purpose: it is its own goal (Lehtonen et al. 2003, 77).

By using the mobile phone, the reassurance of the relationship or 
the well-being of the communicators can be ongoing and perpetual. 
Communication technologies are being used to compensate for the 
absence of the intimate ones, to provide a continuous pattern of me-
diated interactions, in which the boundaries between absence and 
presence eventually get blurred (Licoppe 2004, 135–136). The con-
nection is developed and maintained through short bursts of com-
munication (Ling 2004, 184–185).

Connectedness can be linked to awareness. Rettie (2003) states 
that awareness of the others can convey connectedness even with-
out any message exchange (cf. the example of #! outeraction). There 
may be little salience of the other person, but at the same time an ex-
perience of connectedness. According to IJsselsteijn et al. (2003), 
the aim of communicative awareness is often simply to stay in touch, 
to be reassured about the wellbeing of others, to let the other know 
that one is thinking of him. The informational content of the mes-
sage is of secondary importance to the emotional content that is 
being transmitted. (ibid.) 

6.1.2   Changes in the uses of the mobile phone 
The basis for ritual communication in mobile phone communication 
was partly laid in the use of the conventional telephone. Amparo 
Lasén (2002, 24) explains that conversation and sociability have 
been the main uses of the landline telephone.35 Dimmick et al. (1994, 
659) state that the telephone helps to feel close to family and friends, 
and it allows the individual to feel ensconced in family and friend-
ship networks and feel a sense of participation in communal life. 
However, Ling (2004, 58) diverges from these views by stating that 
studies have shown that conventional landline telephony is used 
primarily to carry out instrumental activities, such as coordination, 
confirming appointments and organizing a&airs. 

One explanation for this contradiction in views is that the func-
tion of the landline phone is changing due to the proliferation of mo-

35   Interestingly, in the early days, the landline phone was conceived as a receiver  
device for mass communication contents. The use of the telephone for entertainment 
and broadcasting of news, opera, weather reports, and religious services was one of 
its main uses until the end of the 19th century (Lasén 2002, 18-20; Katz 2006, 115).
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bile phones. In the present day, the landline phone is possibly being 
stripped of its more ritual uses in favour of the mobile phone. The 
landline phone is less of a personal phone, oriented more toward use 
in o'ce-settings and the like.36

Of significance is also that the many studies concentrated on stud-
ying the communication habits of young people can skew our per-
ception in the direction of the view that mobile phones are used 
greatly for connected communication and non-instrumental uses. 
In the group interviews of a Norwegian study (Ling & Yttri 2002, 
147), the oldest users frequently focused on issues of safety and se-
curity when discussing mobile telephony. The middle-aged users 
focused on the possibilities for coordination offered by the mobile 
phone. The youngest users, in addition to the instrumental uses of 
safety and logistical coordination, were those who used their phones 
in an expressive manner. (ibid.)

It is important to note that job-related phone use does not by def-
inition represent the transmission view and family communication 
the ritual view. For instance, a transmissive use of the mobile phone 
in the family context is the micro-coordination of activities, espe-
cially noticeable among families with children. It is the exchange of 
information regarding the ongoing routine maintenance of every-
day life, and thus those calls are not intended as social interaction 
but more as functional and instrumental activities. (Ling & Haddon 
2005, 246–247; Ling & Yttri 2002, 139–140)

In conclusion, there is no comprehensive and definitive evidence 
on which view describes better the practices and conventions of mo-
bile communication, the ritual or the transmission view of commu-
nication. Mobile phone communication is employed for transmit-
ting information, for planning and coordination of everyday mat-
ters; at the same time, social cohesion and reassurance have a very 
important role in mobile communication, especially in intimate re-
lations. However, my definite argument is that the communicative 
practices of photo messaging can be best understood when examin-
ing them in the context of ritual communication. 
36   This comparison between the landline and the mobile phone is irrelevant in the 
case of many developing countries. For people in developed countries, the mobile 
phone still often acts chiefly as a true mobile phone, a device that has brought with 
it the added benefit of mobility in comparison to the landline phone. By contrast, for 
the large majority of the people in the world, the mobile phone is not an extension of 
the landline phone, but rather the first form of any personal telephone communica-
tion – for them, the major advantage of the mobile phone is to be connected at last 
(Castells et al. 2007, 218).
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6.2   Photo messaging as ritual communication
Before I discuss photo messaging in detail, I will consider the ritual 
view of communication in relation to the redundant and mundane 
character of camera phone imagery. In general, the study of pho-
tography, and personal photography in particular, is an approach in 
which Carey’s model rarely has been applied.37

6.2.1   Highlighting snapshots
In his book Towards a Philosophy of Photography, philosopher Vilem 
Flusser (1984, 18) makes a distinction between informative and re- 
dundant photographs. According to Flusser, redundant photo-
graphs carry no new information, they are superfluous, represent-
ing the “repetition of sameness”. This conception links redundancy 
to Carey’s model, as in the transmission view the success and e&ec-
tiveness of communication are defined precisely by the capability to 
transmit information. In the context of the transmission view, redun-
dancy is a negative aspect, as transmission of information is clogged 
and hindered by superfluous contents.38

Flusser (1984, 18, 42) draws a fairly direct parallel between snap-
shots and redundant photographs. Snapshot photography for him 
represents the repetition of sameness, as the snapshot photogra-
phers constantly shoot photographs, constantly produce redundant 
pictures. A camera may take the same or similar photographs, again 
and again and again. (ibid.) On the one hand, this outlook is linked to 
the contents of the photographs, as the camera apparatus itself ena-
bles the almost endless capturing of a certain object or situation. On 
the other hand, and even more, redundancy is a feature of the use 
and communication of images. When viewed in isolation, a single 
snapshot of a children’s birthday party is not necessarily redundant 
for the viewer, but when presented in a photo album or a slideshow 

– consisting of other photographs portraying the same kids, smiling, 
blowing candles and making funny faces – it can be considered as re-
dundant.

37   Michele Strano (2006) discusses ritual communication in the context of family 
photography, focusing on social norms research.

38   Rothenbuhler (1998, 125) states how information deals with di&erence, but most 
everyday communication has little to do with di&erence. It is as if the underlying 
message of most communication is: things have not changed (ibid.). In this sense,  
the repetition of sameness is a quite natural attribute of communication.
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However, Flusser’s evaluative understanding of the redundant na-
ture of snapshot photography can be well criticized, as convention-
al personal photography – snapshot photography along with it – has 
principally been used rather to elevate experiences out of the ordi-
nary. Susan Sontag (1977, 65; 1999, 91; 2004, 61) has written much on 
this link between the value of or interest in an event and the wish to 
have a photograph of it – photographs reshape our conceptions of 
what is important.

Slater (1995, 133–134) brings up the capability of the snapshot to 
shift “private experience from the plane of the mundane, ordinary 
and insignificant onto a plane of idealised moments”. Snapshot pho-
tography lifts up the cherished moments from the mundane every-
day, and in this sense it is di'cult to conceive of snapshots as redun-
dant, at least from the viewpoint of the family or friends depicted in 
the photographs.

Liz Wells (2003, 199) points out how personal photographs have 
tended to record highlights of life, such as births, weddings, and so 
on, rather than the banal everyday life. Snapshooters selectively use 
their cameras at specific times, in specific places, during specific 
events and for specific reasons (Chalfen 1987, 98). Pierre Bourdieu 
(1990, 6–7) writes how in family photography everything seems to 
obey implicit canons, norms that organize the photographic valua-
tion into what is photographable and what is not. 

In fact, the everyday or commonplace has not commonly been cho-
sen to be photographed at all. Chalfen (1987, 94) observes (in times 
before digital photography and camera phone photography) that 
we seldom, if ever, find snapshot images of people taking showers, 
brushing teeth, combing hair, shaving, using the toilet, vacuum-
ing, dusting, polishing furniture or silverware, or otherwise cleaning 
the house. These photographs of the very mundane, repetitive and 
everyday could easily be labelled as redundant. In fact, family and 
snapshot photographies are not documentary (Slater 1995, 134), as 
a large part of the domestic life is left outside the realm of photog-
raphy. The snapshots actually represent an incomplete family life, 
concentrating only on certain highlighted aspects.

Notable is also the absence of snapshots taken at the workplace. 
In a study by Jo Stanley (1991, 65), the subjects responded that they 
simply did not feel it was worth recording themselves at work (either 
paid work or private domestic labour). According to Stanley (ibid.), 
work is perhaps an experience people might try to deny or ignore, 
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rather than record. Photography is about representing the high 
points, not the mundane routine. Or, as Bourdieu (1990, 34) notes, 

“the field of the photographable cannot extend indefinitely (…) one 
does not photograph something that one sees every day”.

One view is that many of the family photographs are mundane 
on a general level, but rise above triviality when shared in the fam-
ily context. These photographs appear thin and ephemeral, when 
wrenched from the private context (Holland 1997, 107). In a study by 
Gillian Rose (2004), British women with young children comment-
ed that they felt ambivalent about their family photographs: the 
photographs were considered as precious objects, but at the same 
banal and trivial.

6.2.2   Camera phones producing mundane images
The ubiquitous camera phone is carried all the time and everywhere, 
also in situations that can be expected to be as mundane as ever. 
Probably not everyone would intentionally bring a camera when he 
decides to go and have a beer in the pub around the corner. Yet, the 
camera phone is most likely to be in the pocket during those outings, 
too. A common view is that, through its pervasive character, mobile 
phone photography widens the scope of snapshot photography from 
the family into the less intimate world of city life, hobbies and work. 
The scope of photo-worthiness and the implicit norms or canons of 
photography (see Bourdieu 1990, 7) are somewhat di&erent in cam-
era phone photography from those in conventional snapshot pho-
tography.

Compared to the stand-alone camera, which is mainly used for spe-
cial excursions and events – noteworthy moments bracketed o& from 
the mundane – camera phones capture moments more fleeting and 
unexpected (Okabe & Ito 2003; 2006, 99; see also Gai 2007, 202–
203) – a cake that looked good at a café, or a sudden encounter with 
a cute child or pet (Ito, 2004). The mundane is elevated to a photo-
graphic object (Okabe & Ito 2003). 

Camera phones change the definition of photo-worthy from what 
is special and enduring to what is often transitory and ordinary (Van 
House et al. 2005, 1854; Van House & Davis 2005), the trivial mo-
ments and spontaneous images of everyday life (Lee 2005; Kases-
niemi et al. 2003, 8; Rivière 2005; Haddon 2007, 123; Hjorth 2007, 
227; Vihavainen et al. 2007; Rantavuo 2009, 62).

It should be noted that photography concentrating on the mun-
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dane aspects of life is a wider-ranging phenomenon than one only 
related to camera phone photography. For example, on Flickr and 
many other photo sharing sites on the web, photography has become 
less about the special or rarefied moments of family living and more 
about an immediate, rather fleeting display of the small and mun-
dane (Murray 2008, 151). 

In a study on photobloggers (Cohen 2005, 887), it came up that they 
concentrate on photographing the everyday, the banal, the mundane 
or the “Real Life”. They want pictures of life as it happens, as they 
experience it; it is the life that traditionally happens “outside of pho-
tographs”. Thus the photographs are not “Big Occasion snaps”, those 
about weddings and birthdays. (ibid.) Based on her study on cam-
era phone photography in the context of moblogging, Karin Wagn-
er (2007, 635) highlights the commonness of photographs of meals, 
road repairs, toddlers, pets, household chores and new hairstyles, to 
name a few.

Although many family photographs depict people at leisure – in the 
backyard, at the beach (Halle 1993, 96) and in other mundane set-
tings – on streets, in parks, in kitchens, in front of the house, in the 
driveway, next to the car (Hirsch 1981, 47), the mundane in photog-
raphy can also be equated with the truly banal: watching television, 
brushing teeth. Mundane is not about the family outing in the park 
(in contrast to a wedding ceremony); it is lowered to the level of the 
extremely redundant, photographing the repetition of sameness to 
which Flusser (1984, 42) so decisively referred: brushing teeth oc-
curs every morning and night.

In conclusion, the camera phone does not adhere only to the con-
ventions of snapshot photography, but also opens up new areas of 
the everyday life for photography. In a more elaborate way, it can be 
concluded that the setting of camera phone photography in gener-
al is the everyday, but the subjects and happenings included in the 
photographs are not necessarily banal or mundane. Rather, camera 
phone photographs cover the unexpected moments of the mundane 
life; unique events that take place in the scope of some daily routine 
(Wagner 2007, 640). However, for the purposes of photo messaging, 
even the mundane and redundant moments of the mundane life can 
be photo-worthy. 
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6.2.3   Visual connectedness
In this section, I discuss camera phone photography in the context 
of photo messaging. My argument is that however redundant or non-
informative its contents may be, a photo message can establish a 
connection. The visual little nothings of everyday life, photographs 
of mundane events, serve well in ritual communication. As van Dijck 
(2007, 114) notes, when photographs shared from a camera phone 
are used to merely show a&ect, they are more about connecting and 
getting in touch than communicating memory objects.

It is important to remember that all photo messages are not of a 
kind. Ritual communication is – although predominant – only one 
dimension of photo messaging, and cannot be generalized to all uses 
of photo messages. For example, based on her study, Scifo (2005, 
371–373) distinguishes three types of use for photo messages as a 
new linguistic resource: performative messages (employed as a re-
source to generate an act); informative messages (visual communi-
cation dominated by an informative function); and problem-solving 
messages (instrumental, pragmatic photos, taken in order to reduce 
time and costs or to solve emergencies). All of the three forms repre-
sent transmission rather than ritual. 

A commonly anticipated transmissive use of photo messages is pro-
viding visual information for people in maintenance work, for exam-
ple when ordering spare parts (Raudaskoski & Arminen 2003, 28; 
Ling & Julsrud 2005). Instrumental !!" messages can deal with 
important conditions or events, such as dates and appointments, or 
professional tasks (Döring et al. 2006, 205).

Despite these examples of transmissive expressions for photo 
messaging, it can be concluded, based on existing research, that 
photo messaging is strongly connected to the ritual view of commu-
nication and the maintenance of social cohesion. The “I’m thinking 
of you” messages are not sent in order to explicitly transmit imag-
es as such, but rather to show the recipient that she is on the send-
er’s mind; “The message is a symbol designed to maintain and re-
fresh the relationship” (Koskinen 2007, 22–23). Photo messaging 
can form a collective communication space centred on exchanging 
content that is intimate and fun and has no rational or information-
al purpose but is, rather, sensation-oriented (Rivière 2005, 184).

In the Maypole study (Mäkelä et al. 2000, 553–554), the images 
were used largely for expressing emotions, moods and humour. There 
was hardly any usage of images for functional reasons like the ar-



116       visual mobile communication

rangement of activities (ibid.). Larissa Hjorth (2005b, 63) notes how, 
for many of the respondents in her study, neither "!" nor !!" mes-
saging is primarily about information dissemination, but rather 
about a reassuring type of co-presence (for similar observations see 
Raudaskoski & Arminen 2003, 27).

Like text messaging, photo messaging can be compared to gift-giv-
ing. To send a photo message is in itself a gesture of showing that one 
cares about the other person (Lehtonen et al. 2003, 79). This type of 
messaging is not associated with any specific goal but is rather about 
maintenance of community (Ling & Julsrud 2005, 334).

In an example Koskinen (2007, 99) provides from the Mobile Image 
study, people sent out photo messages containing a whole range of 
images including old socks, tabletops and soda bottles. Typically, 
these photographs were sent from boring situations. The camera 
phone rendered the less photographic aspects of mundane life com-
municable in visual form. (ibid., 91–92) A certain banality is almost 
built into photo messaging (Battarbee 2004, 147). A thumbs up photo 
message, consisting of an upright thumb,39 can be a functional form 
of interpersonal communication, but would not probably be includ-
ed in the family album. 

In other studies on camera phone photography and photo mes-
saging, research subjects have explained that they use their mobile 
phones to send pictures of daily life to members of their intimate 
sphere for information, but even more for connection (Van House et 
al. 2005; Kindberg et al. 2005a). In her study with Korean university 
students, Hjorth (2007) concluded that the emphasis when sharing 
camera phone photographs was less on the actual content and more 
on the act of sharing.

Again, this visual connectedness does not relate only to photo 
messaging, but also to publishing personal photographs online. Van 
House et al. (2004a) suggest that photographs shared on the web 
are used to keep other people up to date on what is going on in one’s 
life, as well as to connect to loved ones. A couple that used to share 
photographs through a photoblog explained it being “like a kiss or 
a hug”. More generally, camera phone users talk of sending photos 
sporadically throughout the day just to make the other laugh. Many 
of these images are more about connection than content. (Van 
House 2007; see also Mørk Petersen 2008, 66)

39   See Koskinen 2007, 86-87 for discussion on the body as a resource for interaction 
in camera phone photography.
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When examined in the context of ritual communication, the re-
dundancy of a photograph in relation to its informational content is 
not of significance, as the photograph can be used to maintain a con-
nection without having to be concerned about its superfluous con-
tents. In fact, French sociologist Michel Maffesoli (1995, 93) con-
tends that it is reasonable to have image-based communication 
whose only aim is to “touch” the other, just to be in contact without 
changing information.

6.2.4   “Photo messages are more just to see how it is,  
and not for the photographic value”
Previously, in chapter 6.2.1, I affiliated certain forms of text mes-
sage use with ritual communication. However, when I asked the Ar-
cada interviewees to compare text messaging with photo messag-
ing, a conclusion was that, of the two, photo messaging is more firm-
ly grounded in ritual communication. Mikael noted that “[a photo 
message] is more of an entity, if you send just an "!", it’s just some-
thing you want to say, it’s more of a normal communication, but if you 
send a photo with it, there is something more you want to say with it 
(…) photo messages are more a connecting thing, you try to make a 
connection, and "!" are also that, but also like informational.”

The relationship between text and photo message was described 
by Anja as follows: “The text message is normally about information 
(…) the photo message can be a nice extra.” For her, an !!" message 
gives a “wow” feeling, and an "!" sent from the same situation would 
be “blah”. Kasper explained that “[t]ext messages are for me like in-
formation, like in a boring sense, concerning school or jobs or time-
tables (…) picture messages are more for like amusement purposes”.

Ulla summarized this attitude well: “"!" is more daily basis, and 
a message with a picture, it’s always something extra (…) "!" is so 
much more basic daily communication (…) either it [!!"] is very 
practical [photo of an apartment she has seen sent to her boyfriend] 
or then it’s something extra, something cute, something special, but 
"!" is like routine.”

Mikael continued the comparison by stating that "!" would be 
“I’m coming at two o’clock tomorrow (…) because it’s so simple mes-
sage, you don’t need to say it with a photograph”, and an !!" would 
be “hi, I’m sitting inside with my computer and I am really bored, 
maybe we can meet at two o’clock tomorrow, and then I would show 
a bored picture of myself ”. For him, the reason why he decides to 
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take a photograph to be sent as an !!" would be “a longing for a 
connection between me and some other people (…) so you want to 
share something”.

The picture of Mikael reclining bored on the computer keyboard 
(Image 5) serves in conveying the prevailing feeling of gloom and 
longing for the other. It probably stresses his anxiety to meet better 
than a simple “let’s meet” text message. 

Kjell explained how he visually maintains the relationship with his 
brother: “I do not talk much with him, but we share what we do, keep 
contact [with photos].” Both are interested in motorcycles, so they 
send each other photographs of nice looking motorcycles. Accord-
ing to Kjell, there would be no sense in calling and saying “Oh, I’m 
looking at a really nice motorcycle here”, so visual messages func-
tion well in this type of maintenance of a relationship. Photograph-
ing and sending pictures of motorcycles, “the same or similar pho-
tographs again and again and again” (Flusser 1984, 18), can easily be 
perceived as redundant.

Bengt stated that “[w]ith this camera phone it is more to show 
where you are and what you do, and there is not so much aesthetic 
value in that picture” and continued that “they [the photo messag-
es] are more just to see how it is, and not for the photographic value”.

The cherry tree that was mentioned in chapter four also acts as a 
good case in the context of visual connectedness. Anja mentioned 
having taken two photographs of the cherry tree in her yard. She 
first took a photograph of the cherry tree in bloom with a camera 
phone (Image 6). She sent the picture to a friend, because “it looked 
so nice”. A motive for sending the message was also “to care of the 
other when you are somewhere else”. However, when she realized 
that the mobile picture of the cherry tree turned out beautiful, she 
took a picture with her stand-alone camera as well, with the inten-
tion of recording it for later use, maybe looking at the photograph 
the following winter. According to her, the original (camera phone) 
photograph of the tree was more oriented for “communication”.

The camera phone photograph communicated her good mood and 
enjoyment when admiring the cherry tree in bloom. It also mediat-
ed in a ritual manner her caring thoughts to the absent friend. The 
stand-alone camera photograph served more as a document to re-
mind her of the summer, the time when nature was “alive”.

Another similar example came up in the interview with Ulla, who 
described a situation when she had photographed a Darth Vader 
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made out of sand (Image 7) with both her camera phone and stand-
alone camera. She explained capturing the camera phone photo-
graph with the sole intention of sending it to her nephew, to the one 
in her circle of acquaintances who was most into Star Wars; this spe-
cial relation was the motive behind taking the camera phone photo-
graph. By contrast, the other photograph of Darth Vader, which she 
took with the stand-alone camera, was oriented more towards archi-
val purposes.

Furthermore, the moment itself was a strong motivating aspect 
for sending the image of Darth Vader. The special thing about Darth 
Vader was that it was made out of sand and that Ulla saw it at the 
beach in the Finnish town of Lappeenranta, where she was visit-
ing. She was in Lappeenranta only then, so it was a transitory and 
momentary situation when she was confronted by the Sand Darth 
Vader. There was no need to explain why she was sending the pho-
tograph just then, no need to ask “why now”; the motive was to send 

“Greetings from Lappeenranta”.
I can provide an example of this type of photo messaging from 

my own experience. One Boxing Day I took a camera phone photo-
graph of my wife and two daughters on a walk in the forest and sent 
it as an !!" to my cousin. There was nothing special about the walk, 
I did not have any special need to document the moment. The rea-
son I took the photograph was that normally we get together with 
the extended family on Boxing Day, but that year we were in another 
city and could not take part. The photo message communicated our 
presence to the rest of the family, as well as the recognition that it 
was Boxing Day. On some other day, I would not have taken any kind 
of photograph of the walk in the forest. For me, the photo message 
acted as a mobile postcard.

In fact, the ritual form of communication apparent in photo mes-
saging is close to the one behind sending postcards. The postcard is 
often not used to express anything special or articulate, but rather 
to acknowledge that “I am alive” and “thinking of you” (Östman & 
Laakso 1999, 17–18). According to Östman and Laakso (ibid.), at least 
in the Finnish postcarding culture, the postcard entitles a strong 
phatic aspect; it can, in an implicit manner, say that everything is *+. 
The postcard connects in the space between absence and presence 
(Korhonen 2001, 54).
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6.3   Conclusion
Based on available research, it can be concluded that the use of per-
sonal photographs in the context of photo messaging is tied quite 
firmly to the ritual view of communication as articulated by James 
W. Carey (1989). The ritual view of communication is expressed by 
such terms as sharing, participation and fellowship. 

The ritual conventions of photo messaging stem largely from the 
practices of mobile communication. Photo messaging functions in 
maintaining the connection, in the same sense as Licoppe and Heur-
tin (2002, 106) describe the use of short, frequent mobile phone calls 
in strengthening the formation and maintenance of deep bonds, not 
motivated by their content but by the reassurance they bring. In the 
text messaging culture, there exists also a common practice of send-
ing messages just in order to keep in touch with intimate others; the 
motivation of communication is almost exclusively in sustaining the 
relationship, connecting for the connection’s sake.

Ritual communication is evident in how mobile communication is 
used to create and maintain solidarity and cohesion among a group. 
An important contribution from this perspective has been offered 
by Rich Ling (2008a). Importantly, Ling applies his treatise on rit-
ual interaction to everyday interpersonal interaction in small-scale 
settings. By contrast, Carey’s model is more focused on journalism 
and mass communication, at the expense of interpersonal commu-
nication.

The emphasis on ritual communication does not indicate that peo-
ple do not also use their mobile phones to send photographs to mem-
bers of their intimate sphere in order to convey information of some 
sort. However, based on existing research, it can be concluded that 
transmissive expressions of communication are less prominent in 
photo messaging, and that thus the ritual view of communication, 
rather than the transmission view, is the more advantageous per-
spective for examining the dominant uses of photo messaging in in-
terpersonal communication.

The connecting function, keeping in touch visually, has e&ects on 
personal photography as well. The everyday or commonplace has 
not commonly been chosen to be photographed. However, the rit-
ual connection makes a mundane situation or object worth photo-
graphing, photo-worthy. Such a photograph is not necessarily pre-
cious as a photographic document to be preserved for future genera-
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tions, but valuable as a transient message, connecting remote people 
to each other in a fleeting manner, providing social cohesion in the 
moment. 

A key argument in this chapter has thus been that, however redun-
dant or non-informative its contents may be, a photo message can 
establish a connection. The visual little nothings of everyday life 
serve well in ritual communication, maintaining communality be-
tween the communicators. Redundancy, the repetition of sameness, 
does not impede ritual communication, as the amount and utility of 
explicit information communicated is not relevant. 

A relevant theme in relation to the use of photo messages in com-
municating information is the status of images in general as carriers 
of explicit and conceptual information. However, although I have 
touched on the subject earlier on in my work (Villi 2001), I have now 
left the topic aside. From previous experience, I know that opening 
up a discussion on the informational status and capacities of imag-
es, in particular in relation to written communication, would have 
taken the study too far in a new direction.40

The results from the Arcada study confirm that ritual communica-
tion is exemplified by photographs captured and sent forward with 
a connecting motivation and function. The focus is not on captur-
ing “good”, aesthetically pleasing photographs, but rather on photo-
graphs aimed at establishing a connection to an intimate but physi-
cally remote individual, sharing the moment with him or her.

Earlier, in chapter five, I introduced the idea that photo messag-
ing is to a large extent determined by the will to overcome absence 
in space. Photo messages are communicated in situations when the 
person at the other end of the photographic connection is not phys-
ically present. In addition, the communication of the photograph is 
temporally closely tied to its capture. In the next chapter, I will dis-
cuss this mediated presence in more detail.

40    For a discussion on the informational status of images and especially  
the relationship between words and images see e.g. Mitchell 1986; Mitchell 1994; 
Kress and van Leeuwen 1996; Barry 1997; Mirzoe& 1998; Stephens 1998; Kress 2003.
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7   Mediated presence
‘Hey, I am here, check this out’ (…) it is sort of like an authenti-
cation of that you are in that place, and you can show that ‘hey, 
I’m here right now’

This quote from Joakim leads us to the discussion of the second main 
theme of my study, mediated presence – the use of photo messages in 
communicating presence over distance. Alongside ritual communi-
cation, it is a focal attribute in describing the communicative practice 
of photo messaging. I will discuss mediated presence both as a sense 
of presence in a remote location and presence with a remote person.

The feeling of presence a photo message can establish is not nec-
essarily any more potent than it is with any photograph, yet di&erent, 
as the presence is communicated primarily over distance, not over 
time. Thus, I intend to o&er a new conception of presence in relation 
to photography, characterized by a more telecommunicative and 
synchronous form of mediated presence. 

I set the chapter in motion by discussing the spatial aspects of photo 
messaging. In photo messaging, there is often an essential connec-
tion between the physical setting and the act of communication. 
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7.1   Telecommunicative space
Place and space are important concepts in the context of mobile com-
munication. In this section, I utilize space in the sense geographer 
Doreen Massey (2008) defines it: space is the product of the simulta-
neous existence and interrelations of people. I adapt this notion of 
space to telecommunicative space, where the interrelations do not 
occur between co-present people but rather between people con-
nected via telecommunication media. By contrast, I consider place as 
very simply the physical location. Thus, a person resides in a physi-
cal place, but at the same time he can act in a telecommunicative space, 
e.g. when talking on the telephone. This space of the telecommunica-
tive connection can also be labelled as phonespace (Hulme & Truch, 
2005, 466).

People spend an increasing share of their daily lives in the phone-
space. A growing proportion of social interactions are mediated, 
they occur with mostly verbal representations of others rather than 
through co-present face-to-face encounters (IJsselstein et al. 2003; 
Huhtamo 1995, 94). Castells et al. (2007, 171–178) point out how mo-
bile communication redefines places into a space of communication; 
places act as points of convergence in communication networks, they 
are subsumed into the space of flows. 

The communicative space created by telecommunication media can 
be outlined by comparing it to the concept of non-place coined by the
French anthropologist Marc Augé (1995). Certain locations, such as 
motorways, airports and airplanes, hotel chains, leisure parks and 
shopping malls are physical places, but at the same time non-places. 
Augé (ibid., 77–79) explains that a place which cannot be defined as 
relational, historical or concerned with identity is a non-place. It is a 
place surrendered to the fleeting, the temporary and ephemeral. 

Similarly, the telecommunicative space as such has no identity. It 
obtains its value and importance from the fleeting and ephemeral, yet 
meaningful, acts of communication that take place (or should I say 
take space) in the communicative space. The phonespace, in particu-
lar, is not such a non-place where strangers quickly pass each other 
but, conversely, a space where people familiar to each other interact.
As mentioned before, mobile phone communication is often a means 
to separate oneself from the unfamiliar others in the non-place and 
join with the more intimate ones, who happen to be located some-
where else (cf. the concept of absent presence presented in chapter 
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2.1.2).
Many real places (e.g. traditional meeting places such as cafés) – 

places of active physical presence, previously socially meaningful 
places  – can actually turn into non-places as people engage in mobile 
communication and thereby transform their physical locales socially 
meaningless. Michael Bull (2005, 178) notes that, as people become 
immersed in the “mobile media sound bubbles of communication”, 
the spaces they habitually pass through in their daily lives increas-
ingly lose significance (see also Meyrowitz 2005, 25–27; 1985, 115; 
Geser 2004, 36; Ling 2008a). Mobile communication transforms 
non-places into telecommunicative spaces and real places into non-
places.

For many users, mobile communication can be perpetual rather 
than consisting of only temporal excursions into the telecommunica-
tive space. Ito and Okabe (2005b, 264) conclude that by using mobile 
communication, people can experience a sense of a persistent social 
space. Thus, the phonespace is a constant space, but the physical lo-
cale keeps on changing. 

However, the telecommunicative space is not necessarily valued as  
a setting for communication. The general assumption is that a medi-
um that best imitates face-to-face interaction is somehow more so-
cial (Postmes et al. 1998, 692–693), and that negative e&ects result 
from withholding or diminishing face-to-face interaction (Woolgar 
2005, 34). Ronald Rice (1999) notes how some writers still project 
onto face-to-face communication a sort of romantic, mythic, ideal-
ized notion. 

The concepts of place and space are also useful when reviewing the 
communicative characteristics of photo messaging. Photo messag-
ing can especially emphasize the relationship between mobile com-
munication and place, mainly by incorporating the physical place 
to the communicative act by providing a photograph taken of that 
place.41

By contrast, verbal mobile phone communication is often confined 
to places that have no intrinsic relationship to the act of communi-
cation; the content of communication is determined by the partici-
pating subjects, not by the physical locations in which the commu-
41   The ,$" features that are increasingly added to mobile phones also append the 
physical location to mobile communication. As a consequence, photographs and 
other content produced with the mobile phone can be augmented with metadata on 
the spatial context of the place. For a discussion on contextual metadata in mobile 
photography see e.g. Davis et al. 2005 and Sarvas et al. 2004.
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nicators reside. When talking or texting on the mobile phone, one 
does not necessarily have any indication of the spatial context of the 
other communicator. However, often this de-localization calls for re-
localization (Licoppe & Heurtin 2002, 101). In a verbal call, re-locali-
zation can be achieved by providing information of the location dur-
ing the phone call.42 Photo messages, by contrast, are automatically 
and explicitly localized by the photographs they communicate.

Photospace – the communicative space of photo messaging – is thus 
more place-bound than the verbal phonespace. Photo messaging 
can accentuate the significance of places in the space of flows; they 
go from being mere points of communication, non-places, into being 
individual places depicted in the photographs, places with identi-
ty. It can be even presumed that the non-places, which Augé refers 
to, are often photographed for photo messages. If the function of a 
photo message is to establish a connection, then a photograph of an 
airport lounge might do the trick: it conveys something like “Hi, I 
am waiting for the transit flight, everything is *+.”

In the study by Scifo (2005), I can find support for my view that 
photo messages are strongly connected to the place. Scifo writes that  

“the camera phone enables the multiplication of connections between 
different physical and social spaces rather than the weakening of a 

‘sense of place’ – even though mobile communication is often cited 
as contributing to the processes of disembedding experience from 
local contexts”. With its new visual potential, mobile technology “em-
phasizes forms of experience that are strongly rooted in physical and 
social spaces”. (ibid., 373) Scifo contends that in photo messaging the 
situation in which the subject is located is transformed into the con-
tent of the communication itself. The camera phone enables “the 
doubling of place”, the trans-location of place. (ibid., 364–365)

On a contrasting note, photo messaging can also be about commu-
nicating people rather than communicating places. Thus, in photo 
messaging, the place can be involved in communication in the same 
exiguous manner as background noise is entailed in a voice call.

By comparing phonespace and photospace, I have wanted to set up 
the idea that communicating one’s presence in a certain location is 
an important aspect of photo messaging. In the following, I will con-
tinue the discussion of mediated presence in the context of visual 
communication.

42   In a Finnish study (Arminen 2006, 320), almost 90 percent of calls involved  
a sequence in which the mobile party stated her or his location to the other.
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7.2   Presence mediated by mobile  
communication and photography
A general endeavour regarding mediated presence is for it to appear 
as non-mediated presence. Actually, presence can be defined as a 
perceptual illusion of non-mediation in which the medium appears 
to become either invisible or transformed into a social entity (Lom-
bard & Ditton, 1997). The illusion of non-mediation can occur in two 
distinct ways: the medium can appear to be invisible or transparent 
and function as would a large open window, or the medium can ap-
pear to be transformed into something other than a medium (ibid.). 
In the first case, non-mediation is close to immediacy as described 
by Bolter and Grusin (2000)43, and in the second case, it is close to a 
ubiquitous computing environment.

7.2.1   Physical and social presence
A dividing line can be drawn between presence as the sense or the illu- 
sion of being there or being there together – between physical presence 
and social presence (IJsselsteijn et al. 2000; Schroeder 2005, 342). 
According to IJsselsteijn and Riva (2003), “[p]hysical presence refers 
to the sense of being physically located in mediated space, whereas 
social presence refers to the feeling of being together, of social inter-
action with a virtual or remotely located communication partner”. 

A large part of mobile communication can be described essential-
ly as using a medium to be with another, providing social presence. 
More often than having a sense of the place, the users experience the 
sense of being with another. (Biocca et al. 2003, 456, 458; Biocca & 
Harms 2002, 4, 10) In studies on mobile communication, presence 
has been closely attributed to the synchronous presence of the com-
municators in the phonespace. Licoppe (2003, 177; 2004, 147) de-
scribes connected presence as a continuous telephonic presence pro-
viding a reassuring link between the communicators. The interac-
tion is detached from place, and the relationship is reduced to the 
series of calls which sustain it (ibid.).

However, as I have already proposed, in photo messaging, there is 
often a connection between the physical setting and the act of com-
munication. Thus, photo messaging can also provide, in addition to 

43   Immediacy (or transparent immediacy) is a style of visual representation whose 
goal is to make the viewer forget the presence of the medium and believe that he is in 
the presence of the objects represented (Bolter & Grusin 2000, 272-273).
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social presence, physical presence. It is possible to send the location, 
give the other a sense of being there.

Social presence also has a more specific theoretical discourse. Short 
et al. (1976, 65) have introduced social presence as a media capacity 
theory. They state that the quality of social presence is dependent on 
the degree of salience of the other person in the interaction. Social 
presence can thereby be used to compare the effectiveness of vari-
ous communication media. According to the theory, the fewer the 
number of cues (verbal, aural, visual), the lesser the degree of social 
presence experienced, which leads to a reduction of interpersonal 
a&ection (Walther et al. 2001, 106–107).

In the context of the social presence theory, visuality is an impor-
tant attribute. The capacity to transmit information about the facial 
expression, direction of looking, and other non-verbal vocal cues con-
tributes to the social presence of a communication medium. The re-
moval of the visual channel is likely to produce a serious disturbance 
of a&ective interaction. (Short et al. 1976, 59, 65).44 Short et al. (ibid., 
73) maintain that a picture telephone would, therefore, provide great-
er social presence than a voice telephone.

The degree of social presence can be linked to the ritual view of com-
munication, in that media high in social presence are used more for 
connected, person-oriented, ritual communication. When a medi-
um is low in social presence, communication is more task-oriented 
and less person-oriented. The transmission of information and sim-
ple problem-solving tasks are una&ected by the degree of social pres-
ence the medium can communicate (Short et al. 1976, 75, 109). A dis-
tinction can thus be made between communicating people and com-
municating information.

7.2.2   Presence, index and time
Presence is a theme that is focal to many writings on photography. 
In fact, presence – and absence – can be said to have always been the 
constitutive core of photography. A photograph gives presence to 
absence, as it presents the viewer with something that is already 
gone (Burgin 1982a, 10–11; Seppänen 2005, 120–121; Elo 2005, 89–
90). Sontag (1977, 16, 155) asserts that a photograph is both a pseu-
do-presence and a token of absence, a surrogate possession of a cher-
ished person or thing. Hirsch (1997, 5) continues by stating that “the 

44   It has to be noted that Short et al. (1976) relate visual communication to facial 
signals and do not discuss photography.
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referent is both present (implied in the photograph) and absent (it 
has been there but is not here now)”. The presence the photograph 
mediates is created through the indexical link to the object photo-
graphed in the past that somehow abolishes the distance between 
the past and the present. 

In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes (1981/2000, 76–77, 80, 87) notes 
that every photograph is a certificate of presence, “literally an ema-
nation of the referent”; the fact that the photographed object has been 
there is the essence, the noeme of photography. Much of the discus-
sion of photography’s indexicality has in fact been dominated by 
Barthes’s Camera Lucida, which has led to a preoccupation with the 
origins of the photographic image in a chemical trace, and the pho-
tograph’s relationship with time and absence (Green & Lowry 2003, 
47–48, 56).

In addition to Barthes, many prominent scholars of photography 
have expressed their views on the indexical nature of the photograph. 
Photographs are “images produced as a consequence of being direct-
ly a&ected by the objects to which they refer” (Batchen 2004, 31). A 
photograph is not only an interpretation of the real, but also a trace, 
something directly stencilled o& the real. There is always a presump-
tion that something exists, or did exist, which is depicted in the pic-
ture. (Sontag 1977, 5–6, 154)

On a contrasting note, Umberto Eco (1982, 33) maintains that the 
whole theory of the photograph as an analogue of reality has to be 
abandoned, as we know that the image, which takes shape on cellu-
loid is analogous to the retinal image but not to that which we per-
ceive. Eco (ibid.) continues that a simple phenomenological inspec-
tion of any visual representation shows that an image possesses 
none of the properties of the object it represents. 

However, photograph as a perfect analogue and an index are two 
different things. The attribute of resemblance is irrelevant regard-
ing the indexicality of photography. Although the photograph can-
not tell us exactly how the object in the photograph was, what fur-
ther properties it had, how it looked from other angles, it can tell us 
that there was before (and may still be) some particular being – the 
object photographed. Photographs depend on this original presence. 
(Sonesson 1989, 77; Batchen 2001, 139) It is possible to believe that 
the object existed in that place, although we are presented with just 
an image in two dimensions. Batchen (2001, 133; 2004, 74) states 
that the reality o&ered by the photograph is not that of truth-to-ap-
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pearance but rather of truth-to-presence. The presence in the photo-
graph is not a hallucination, after all.45

In accordance, for a sense of presence one only needs to know (see) 
that the particular being was there (and therefore in the photograph) 
and nothing else. I will maintain this view, even though writers like 
W.J.T Mitchell (1994, 281–282) express that “[i]t is getting increas-
ingly hard to find anyone who will defend the view (…) that photo-
graphs have a special causal and structural relationship with the re-
ality that they represent”.46 Personally, I do not question that my 
grandfather really did exist and was present, when I look at a photo-
graph of him sitting on his front porch in 1963. One may not perceive 
properly all the attributes of the person in the photograph, but can 
well perceive his existence. Mediated presence is not dependent on 
such variants as hard or soft focus, large or small grain, or, the digital 
character of the photograph.

Of importance, in relation to mediated presence in photography, is 
the strong resonance of absence in time in a photograph. In contrast 
to verbal phone communication, a conventional photograph does 
not o&er presence in the sense of being there together, i.e. social pres-
ence; the person in the photograph and the viewer do not share the 
same time, they cannot be in the same communicative space. More-
over, according to Barthes (1977/1991, 44), a photograph is in no way 
a presence, for “in every photograph there is the always stupefying 
evidence of this is how it was”. A conventional photograph says only 
and for certain what has been (ibid., 75) and, I must add, never what is.

When Barthes noted that “the photograph is in no way a presence”, 
he was referring especially to this presence in time, or the lack of it in 
conventional photography. The presence of the subject in the photo-
graph is not contemporaneous; therefore photography for Barthes is 
never about the present, even though the act of viewing occurs in the 
present (Price & Wells 1997, 44). The photograph is never an index of 
something present in this exact moment, like a weather vane would 
be an index of the wind blowing just now. The photograph represents 
a presence-gone, an anterior presence, the having been there. 

45   One way to even more undermine the prospect of hallucination is to augment  
the printed photograph with physical parts of the person captured in the photograph. 
Batchen (2004, 76) describes how a manner of adding a lock of hair to a photograph 
reiterates and strengthens the presence of the subject. It is a play between the past cap-
tured in the photograph and the physical immediacy of a piece of the body in the present.

46   Eight years earlier, Mitchell (1986, 85) advocated that to see what an image means 
or represents is just as natural as opening the eyes and seeing objects in the world.
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7.3   Visual mobile presence
A photo message does not create a connection via the past (as when 
family members are looking together at photographs taken in the 
1970s) but rather a connection between two presents. With a photo 
message, one can narrate what one is doing and experiencing right 
then, right there (Scifo 2005, 368).47 A photo message is therefore 
not a time machine but rather a tele-machine. It does not communi-
cate the passing of time, but rather the being in time.

This feature of photo messaging can be illustrated with a fictional 
example of a photo message from a friends’ wedding that the recipient 
cannot attend. With a photo message of the married couple dancing, 
it is possible to experience the wedding visually while the couple is 
still dancing. The feeling of presence is probably very di&erent com-
pared to viewing a picture of the grandparents’ wedding in the 1930s.

In chapter five, I presented how, because of the immediate nature 
of photo messaging, the feeling of absence in a photo message has 
more to do with distance; absence is not absence in time but absence 
in space, the intimate other being in some other place at this precise 
moment. In a photo message, the other person is absent by not being 
here, but we know that she is somewhere else, in the place from 
which she sent the photo message. The distance is emphasized by the 
fact that a photograph sent as a photo message very seldom depicts 
both parties involved in the communication act. By contrast, through 
a conventional photograph, one can be present in her own mediated 
reality, for instance when looking at oneself in a photograph taken 
some time ago.

The idea of mediating presence via photo messages has been intro-
duced in several studies. Even before !!" messaging, there were 
predictions that the “sending of place” and the experience of “being 
there” will become possible through camera phones (Kopomaa 2000, 
96). The prospect of mediating contemporaneous presence also sur-
faced in the Maypole study (Mäkelä et al. 2000, 553–554). For ex-
ample, during one interview a mother pointed out that, as she often 
does not have the chance to join one of her children at certain events 

47   It should, again, be noted that photography, even on a mobile phone, does not 
represent real-time communication. It is hard to consider the communication of still 
photographs forming a live connection similar to a webcam or television transmis-
sion. Thus, in a photo message, the photograph’s then and the viewer’s now are not 
perfectly synchronous, yet they are temporally much closer to each other than in  
a conventional printed photograph.
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like sport competitions, she would be extremely happy to see how 
her child is doing at the moment, by receiving photographs (ibid.).

In Mobile Image, the other pioneering study on photo messaging 
(Koskinen et al. 2002, 78), it was concluded that digital images are 
used to share one’s visually mediated experience, often in a very con-
crete way: “Look, I am at a café with my friends! My, what a moun-
tain of dishes I have to do! Now I am abroad, now I am parachuting!”

In the study by Kindberg et al. (2005b, 46), one subject described 
the photographic connection as “telepresence” in that it made his 
absent girlfriend feel as if she were “here to see it” (for similar views 
see also Kasesniemi et al. 2003, 69; Counts & Fellheimer 2004; Aoki 
et al. 2005; Jacucci et al. 2005, 212; Gai 2007, 205; Kondor 2007, 27–
28). One conclusion of Kindberg et al. (2004, 12) was that 

(…) unlike text messaging, many of the images sent to absent 
friends and family were in fact visual evidence or proof of 
something having had occurred. (…) the fact that they [the 
photographs] could be captured and shared almost in the mo-
ment added an extra dimension to this kind of remote sharing. 
Proof of being somewhere or experiencing some event could 
be made more potent by showing when something was hap-
pening as well as what was happening. (ibid.)

Rivière (2005, 174, 183), too, brings up the aspect of mediated pres-
ence when associating the immediacy of the photographic exchange 
between mobile phones and the instantaneousness of the photograph-
ic act. Mediated presence surfaces in quotes from Rivière’s research 
in terviews: “I can imagine the atmosphere better with a photo. If they 
only send text saying ‘we’re eating and drinking’, it’s not quite the 
same.” “It gives you a good feeling to receive a photo. (…) If it was of 
friends in a restaurant, I can sense the lovely pleasant atmosphere.” 
(ibid.)

Scifo (2005, 368) relates photo messaging to mediated presence by 
noting that sending a photo message is meant to give access to and 
to share the place in which the subject is. According to Scifo (ibid.), 

“!!" seems to act as a form of testimony and authentication of one’s 
presence in a certain physical space (…) and a tool for sharing that very 
same space and objects that may be there”. In continuation, she pro-
poses (ibid., 371) that “remote, simultaneous visual communication 
among young people is becoming a way for them to take hold of the 
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experience and world of others, bring the other person into the oth-
er’s own world”.

7.3.1   “You can show that hey, I’m here right now”
The idea and possibility of mediating presence by using photo mes-
sages came up clearly in the Arcada research interviews. For exam-
ple, Joakim noted that photo messages “prove that you are some-
where”, in a “certain situation”. 

According to Mikael, the reason for sending photo messages might 
be that “[i]t has been something funny you want to show some friend 
or you want to say ‘hi’ from a ski resort”. The photo message sent to 
classmates from a skiing trip to northern Finland (Image 8) is em-
blematic of the photo messages sent by Mikael, as it portrays Mikael 
himself. It is a proof of his presence in a certain place. The skiing gog-
gles and the snow-covered trees in the background reveal the locali-
ty. The holiday feeling is accentuated by the fact that the sky is clear 
and the sun is reflected on the lens of the camera phone.

For Bengt, a photo message can also act as an invitation or wish for 
the other to “join” the presence, as in “I wish you were here”. Anja 
could imagine sending an !!" from a party only when somebody 
could not attend it, “so that also she [the absent one] could take part”. 

There were several examples of sending pictures of dogs as proof 
of the pets’ presence and well-being. Anja’s dog was sometimes taken 
care of by her son, and he had send her pictures of the dog, trying to 
communicate on the dog’s behalf that “Here I am, everything is *+”.

The di&erence to text messaging in mediating presence was obvi-
ous. Bengt remembered sending an !!" of a sunrise to his lady friend, 
as she likes the colours, and they had talked about sunsets and sun-
rises earlier. The !!" had “a connection to what we had discussed 
earlier”. By contrast, according to him, an "!" message reading “I’m 
looking at a beautiful sunrise” would not have had the same effect. 
Similarly, for Kasper, it would be useless to write a text message of 
a sunset, but it’s worth sending a picture of it, as “it’s like visual mo-
ments that are captured that I send, and I don’t think there would be 
any sense to try to recreate them in words”. 

Joakim came up with notional situations where a photo message 
would work better than a text message. For example, during his trip 
to Japan, he ended up in the middle of an enormously big crowd, and 
thus a photo message explicating “hey check out the number of peo-
ple and I’m standing right in the middle of them” would have been 
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more e&ective than a text message sent from the same situation.
Mikael observed that “[m]aybe the photograph helps to put the 

text in place and time, that now I am here and doing this, and this 
is the place where I am, whereas text messages are only, like, they 
could come from anywhere by which time and the mood could be an-
ything”.

7.3.2   “It has to be so much distance that  
the person can’t share the moment”
Based on the interviews, it is also apparent that the subjects send 
photo messages particularly when there is a prolonged physical dis-
tance between the sender and the receiver. Photo messaging is, to a 
large extent, determined by the will to overcome absence in space.

Upon arrival to Spain, Lotta sent a photo of herself and her boy-
friend (Image 9) as an !!" to her parents in Finland “to let the peo-
ple back home know that we had just arrived and that we’re *+, and 
this is how it looks like, and it’s warm and sunny”. According to Lotta, 
the !!" message “gave them [her parents] an understanding of 
what we’re experiencing”. The physical distance between them was 
accentuated by the fact that in Spain it was a glorious day and in Fin-
land it was raining. The scenery and the buildings behind the cou-
ple also underline the fact that they were definitely not in Finland at 
that moment. By contrast, Lotta did not see a big need to send mes-
sages to her boyfriend as “we just spend so much time together”. 

Following a similar logic, Mikael had no great need for photo mes-
saging with his girlfriend, explaining that “we live together, I see her 
face enough”.48 Anja mentioned using "!" messages to communi-
cate with people that she saw every day (e.g. colleagues) and reserved 
!!" messages to those whom she did not see on a daily basis.

Kasper reported sending photo messages “mainly to people who 
live maybe a bit farther away or that I see more rarely” and to “those 
that I see I can show the picture”. He o&ered an example of communi-
cating pictorially with a good friend who lives in another city about 
160 kilometres away, and therefore they can meet only seldom: “I 
don’t see him as often, so we send each other jokes and fun things 
we see in the city (…) it’s mainly like hello and how’s your day (...) to 
cheer the other one up.” 

48   Risto Sarvas (2006, 76) maintains that remote photo sharing is not of such great 
value when people (such as family members) can see each other daily. They can in-
stead share the photographs they have taken during the day when they are back home. 
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Ulla noted that “[i]t has to be so much distance that the person [re-
ceiver of the photograph] can’t share the moment”. Kjell comment-
ed that “[!!" messaging] mostly happens when you are out of your 
basic localization. I do not send much when I’m in Helsinki [his 
hometown].”

Once again, it is easy to notice how photo messages resemble post-
cards, especially ones sent from holidays. The ability to send !!"-
messages from holiday trips can even prompt the purchase of a cam-
era phone. For instance, Bengt had bought a camera phone for his 
lady friend just before she went on a trip to Egypt, so that they could 
send each other photographs. He had also sent !!" messages to his 
daughter from a trip to Italy, and most of the few messages he had 
sent were from trips. He explained that “[t]he longer the distance, 
the bigger reason there is to send [!!" messages]. You send post-
cards, these are instant postcards.”49

Ulla provided an example of a photo message she had sent to a 
friend from the hospital after breaking her leg (Image 10). The pho-
tograph of the leg, all wrapped up, communicated “Greetings from 
hospital”. The viewpoint in the photograph is very personal, it is Ul-
la’s everyday view of her own leg, and not, for example, a view from 
the hospital window. The photograph communicates her situation 
as a patient in the hospital. If it were possible to buy postcards at the 
hospital, this type of photograph would probably not be included in 
the selection.

A camera phone photograph can also act as a Merry Christmas photo 
message or a Happy Birthday photo message. Kasper and a couple
of his friends had sent some other friends a photo message before 
Christmas depicting a boozing Father Christmas or “Bad Santa” 
(Image 11). It was not about communicating contemporaneous pres-
ence but rather greeting others with a specially-made, customized 
photograph, like a digital-age carte de visite (see Hjorth 2005a); a 
photograph not taken for oneself, but to be given, sent or otherwise 
communicated to others. Importantly, it represents a planned pho-
tograph, in that Kasper and his friends had used time to disguise one 
of them as Santa Claus wearing sunglasses and drinking whiskey. It 
was definitely not a quick snapshot.

49   It has to be noted that also text messages have, to an extent, replaced postcards.  
In a Finnish study (Nurmela et al. 2006, 77), the respondents were asked if they  
had used text messages in lieu of letters or postcards. Around 30 percent noted  
having done this “often” and slightly over 40 percent “a few times”.



138       visual mobile communication

7.3.3   “The army is not like a holiday”
The time during the compulsory military service serves as an ex-
ample of an active phase of photo messaging. The need for intimate 
communication increased at the time when two of the male student 
interviewees,50 Kasper and Mikael, were forced to be separated from 
their girlfriends for long periods. During their time in the army, they 
also sent more "!" messages and made more phone calls than nor-
mally. Kasper explained that “[w]hen I was in the army it [photo 
messaging] was quite a big communicational help, because she [his 
girlfriend] didn’t know what I was doing and I didn’t know what she 
was doing”.

During his time in the army, Mikael sent photographs to his girl-
friend “to tell I miss her”. The content of those photographs was 
not very special; he sent pictures of himself, which he described as 

“I miss you and a sad face” photographs. In Image 12, the facial ex-
pression is used as a message to convey the negative mood. It can 
be noted that Mikael is sitting once again in the train, in the famil-
iar blue seat (see chapter six). However, this time the emptiness of 
the emotional atmosphere – as in the picture of the empty seats – is 
replaced by the equal sadness represented by the gloomy expres-
sion on his face. It is about sharing the feeling and maybe expecting, 
again, a cheering and loving response.

Mikael also communicated to his male friends with photo messag-
es from the army. It was communication with those with mutual 
knowledge and awareness of what it is like in the army. Sending such 
photo messages is in contrast to sending postcards, because, at least 
in Finland, it has not been a common custom to send postcards from 
the army as, after all, according to Mikael, “[t]he army is not like a 
holiday”. The important detail in Image 13 is the green attire, which
indicates that the sender is somewhere in Finland taking part in some 
army camp or other training procedure. If he were dressed in civilian 
clothing, the photograph could in fact portray a holiday scene, with 
the sun shining and the lake behind.

The photograph taken from inside a truck with army peripherals 
stu&ed in, in a quite disorderly fashion (Image 14), was also used to 
mediate the everyday army life. The photograph does not say much 
to a random viewer, but for a specific recipient, the knowledge that 

50    In Finland, the male population is obliged to serve either 180, 270 or 362 days 
in the military. The other, although less popular, option is 362 days of non-military 
service.
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it was sent from the army opens up the subtext of the objects in the 
photograph – the bags, the boxes, the rucksacks, the pails.

The photograph of the trucks stuck in the mud (Image 15) could 
again be of indifference to the general audience, but for someone 
who has experienced the military service, it can serve as a nostalgic 
reminder of the di'culties the conscripts can experience.  If not at 
the time, then certainly afterwards the whole episode in the mud 
can be seen in a humorous light, as Mikael’s comment “[f ]unny thing 
when three cars got stuck in the mud at the same time” indicates. 
In general, this type of photo message sent from the army to male 
friends serves in creating a ritual partnership between those famil-
iar with the army experience, the community of conscripts and ex-
conscripts.

Afterwards, Mikael also published on his blog the photographs he 
had taken in the army with his camera phone. He did not anticipate 
this when capturing the photographs, but only later came up with 
the idea to publish them. The photographs told the story of his time 
in the army.

7.3.4   Synchronous gaze
Of the eight participants in the Arcada study interviews, only Ulla ex-
plicitly stated that she did not feel like she was mediating her presence 
through photo messages. However, she liked to share her experienc-
es, for example, what she was seeing. This can be regarded as an exam-
ple of the use of photo messaging as a form of television, or rather tele-
vision. This follows the meaning of television as vision at a distance, 
and not the visual broadcasting system with which we equate the 
word television nowadays.

According to Samuel Weber (2002, 67), television is a transfer of 
seeing itself; the viewer can see from places that are remote from her 
physical body. Photo messaging is very close to this definition of tele-  
vision. It does not represent amplification of vision or eyesight in 
order to see remote places better (as when using a telescope), but ex-
actly this relocated or transferred vision.

An aspect related to photo messaging as television is the synchro-
nous gaze. Photo messaging does not necessarily represent face-to-
face telecommunication, i.e. the photograph does not inevitably in-
clude the face of the person sending the photo message. However, to 
achieve a sense of mediated presence, one does not have to see the 
other person, but rather to feel that they are sharing the same view. 
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The way Anja explained this was that when she has sent a photo 
message of flowers to a friend, it has been like looking at the flowers 
together via the photo message.

This type of mediated presence is common to mobile messaging in 
general. Ito (2004) makes an important point on that the metaphor 
in text messaging is side-by-side, in contrast to the face-to-face mo-
dality of a telephone conversation. Text messaging is based on the 
expectation that someone is in earshot (Ito & Orkabe 2005a, 264). 
What photo messaging adds to the side-by-side presence of text mes-
saging is the aspect of visual perception. A photo message o&ers both 
an interpersonal, shared experience and a common view to the same 
world through the photograph. In the context of photo messaging, 
the side-by-side presence manifests itself precisely in the synchro-
nous gaze, the possibility for two people to be seeing the same, even 
when physically distant (Villi & Stocchetti 2010).

Koskinen (2007, 132) illustrates the same phenomenon by describ-
ing how, when a person observes something interesting and commu-
nicates it visually to others, the communicators for a brief moment 

“share a point of reference”. The aspect of interactivity di&erentiates 
photo messaging from traditional media forms such as printed pho-
tographs and postcards (ibid.). Okabe (2005) also notes how camera 
phones make ubiquitous visual access to others possible, and thus 
the gaze of others is always present as a potentiality.

De Lange (2007) presents a similar example of the synchronous 
gaze, based on his study on Bliin,51 a web-based geotagging and prox-
imity sharing service. The photographs published by the Bliin users 
o&er an over-the-shoulder perspective, and a pervasive sense of pres-
ence arises through sharing perspectives: “I see what you see now.” 
(ibid.)

In the Arcada study, Joakim remarked that “[with a photo mes-
sage] you can show unusual or strange things happening at the mo-
ment they happen, and you can send a picture of that to a friend or 
somebody, hey, something like this happened right now”. Bengt was 
thinking along the same lines when commenting that “I think that 
those [photographs] I would send on the phone as !!", has to do 
with what’s going on, the feeling which is there, there is a connec-
tion that I’m here now watching this”. “I can take a picture and show 
that hey, now this is going on (…) share the experience.” Lotta noted 

51     www.bliin.com
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that “[a] text message is a simple way just to say one thing you have 
to say, and if you put a photo in it, it’s probably because it is some-
thing fun or good-looking, like a view or something, you want some-
one to see what you are seeing (…) [the other] can see what we are 
talking about”.

Mikael frequently used the verb “to show” when discussing his 
photo messaging habits. “Often when you send photo messages, it’s 
something funny you want to show, or it’s something special you 
want to share. Often the only way to share it is to show it, you can’t 
explain how I saw a funny duck, because it isn’t funny, but to show it 
with a picture it is more funny.” Photo messages are sent in such in-
stances when “there’s something funny to show, it might be like a lit-
tle thing on the table that I photograph”.
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7.4   Conclusion
In addition to the importance of ritual communication, the other 
main argument of my study is that mediated presence is an essential 
aspect of the communicative uses of photo messaging. I define me-
diated presence as using a communication medium – such as a mo-
bile phone – to be in contact with one another over physical distance, 
being socially present although being physically absent. Mediating 
presence over physical distance is closely connected to emotional vi-
cinity, meaning that mediating presence with photo messages flour-
ishes almost exclusively between remote, but intimate, others.

The idea of mediating presence via photo messages has been intro-
duced in several earlier studies. In my own study, mediated presence 
as a theme was manifest in the Arcada interviews. The interviewees 
offered a large number of examples of mediating their presence by 
using photographs they had taken with their camera phones. In fact, 
the centrality of mediated presence in photo messaging is the main 
result that the Arcada study provides.

In photo messaging, there is often an essential connection between 
the physical setting and the act of communication. A photo mes-
sage can o&er an illusion of being physically located somewhere, i.e. 
physical presence. Thus, the place photographed and communicat-
ed is not just a mere point of communication and photo messaging is 
not only about engagement in the phonespace. This is in contrast to 
verbal mobile phone communication, where the actual place of com-
munication often has very limited significance and is not necessarily 
known to the other communicator.

The photo message o&ers potentially a visual connection between 
there-now and here-now. The sender of the photo message can com-
municate her contemporaneous presence in a certain location, the I 
am here now. Because photo messages can mediate presence by a qua-
si-simultaneous connection, they can also provide a feeling of social 
presence, the being-there together. In a traditional photograph, this 
connection is di&erent as it is one between there-then and here-now; 
a photographic print is here in front of my eyes (present), but at the 
same time the person or situation depicted in the photograph is al-
ready gone (in time), the person photographed might even be dead.

By sending a photograph of the view the communicator is seeing 
herself at the present moment, one can establish a synchronous gaze. 
The sender and the receiver of the photo message can experience the 
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same view in an almost concurrent manner, although not exactly syn-
chronously. An evident example of this is the photo message sent 
from the hospital by Ulla, portraying her view of her own leg in plas-
ter when lying on the hospital bed. In order to achieve a sense of me-
diated presence, one does not necessarily have to see the other per-
son, but rather to share the same view.
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8   Conclusions  
and the way forward

The main objective of this study has been to review those practices 
in photographic communication that are connected to the conver-
gence of the telephone and the camera, epitomized in the camera 
phone. Importantly, the practices of photo messaging cannot be ex-
plained only by the conventional modes of communicating photo-
graphs, but rather by practices familiar from mobile communication. 
This argument is also the essence of the framework that I have uti-
lized in examining photo messaging as a communicative practice.

In the study, I have developed the research on visual mobile com-
munication by firmly conjoining the study on mobile communication 
with the study on photography. My research strategy has been to re-
examine an existing body of knowledge on photo messaging in the 
light of a theoretical framework comprising ritual communication 
and mediated presence.

In addition to previous studies on photo messaging, I have based 
my argumentation on an empirical study that I concluded in 2006–
2007 at the Arcada University of Applied Science in Helsinki, Fin-
land. I have referred to it as the Arcada study. The study consists of 
a questionnaire with 54 students and 37 Arcada sta! members aug-
mented by eight individual interviews. 

Photo messaging is part of an era where visual mobile communica-
tion is becoming more common – either by publishing camera phone 
photographs on the web or sending them interpersonally via the In-
ternet or mobile networks. Due to the appearance of camera phones, 
photography is now an organic and elementary part of telecommu-
nication. 
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In general, the development of mobile phone communication is 
characterized by a progress from interpersonal communication – 
the conventional context of telephone communication – to broader 
media consumption and content production. However, in my study 
I have concentrated on the direct interpersonal communication of 
photographs and limited the sharing or publishing of camera phone 
photographs on the web (e.g. on Flickr or Facebook) beyond the 
scope of the study. 

In the following, I will review my main results and discuss the con-
clusions from each chapter. At the end, I will briefly consider the sta-
tus and evolution of photo messaging as a communicative practice 
and reflect on some prospects for future research. 
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8.1   Main results 
My main research question was how are the conventions and practic-
es of mobile phone communication manifested in interpersonal photo-
graphic communication when using camera phones?

In order to answer this question, I have constructed a framework 
consisting of ritual communication and mediated presence. The de-
cision to concentrate on ritual communication and mediated pres-
ence derives from the study of the practices and conventions of mo-
bile phone communication, especially mobile messaging. Thus, the 
framework in itself comprises my main argument and the answer 
to the research question: the conventions of mobile phone communi-
cation are manifested in interpersonal photographic communication 
in communicative practices best explained by ritual communication 
and mediated presence. In addition, I have utilized the framework as 
a theoretical tool for assessing and a"liating the previous studies on 
photo messaging. 

In discussing ritual communication, I have applied the model of 
communication formulated by James W. Carey (1989), in which he 
distinguishes the ritual and the transmission view of communica-
tion. Carey’s model is a basic conceptual construction for studying 
communication that also provides a valuable tool for assessing photo 
messaging as a communicative practice. Notably, personal photogra-
phy in particular has not been extensively studied in relation to the 
transmission and the ritual view of communication. Another fresh 
angle has been to review the model in the context of interpersonal 
communication.

The ritual view of communication is typified by such concepts as 
sharing, participation and fellowship. Ritual communication serves 
in maintaining a contact between communicators without necessar-
ily communicating any explicit content or exchanging meaningful 
information. By contrast, in the transmission view, communication 
is perceived as one-way transfer of messages, and defined by terms 
such as sending, transmitting or giving information to others.

In addition to Carey’s model, I have outlined ritual communication 
by using Rich Ling’s study (2008a) on how mobile communication 
reshapes social cohesion. Importantly, Ling extends the study of rit-
ual communication to mediated interpersonal communication and 
micro-interactions, which is the communicative context of photo 
messaging. For both Carey and Ling, ritual communication is about 
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the management and maintenance of social cohesion – community 
and togetherness.

I have indicated that mobile communication in general is employed 
for both transmitting information and ritual communication. The 
planning and coordination of everyday matters are important func-
tions of mobile communication, and at the same time social cohe-
sion and reassurance have a very important role, especially in inti-
mate relations. Likewise, for photo messaging, ritual communica-
tion covers only one dimension and cannot be generalized to all uses 
of photo messages. An example of exchanging visual information for 
the purposes of micro-coordination of activities (see Ling & Haddon 
2005; Ling & Yttri 2002) is a picture of a garment accompanied by 
the text “Does this dress look good?”

However, my definite argument has been that the dominant com-
municative mode in photo messaging is better explained by the ritu-
al view than the transmission view of communication. I have estab-
lished how results of earlier work on photo messaging show a major 
emphasis on ritual communication, although Carey’s model con-
sisting of the ritual and the transmission view of communication as 
such has rarely been explicitly mentioned as a theoretical context. 
Therefore, in this study Carey’s model has served as an overarching 
theoretical discourse – originating in communication studies – in af-
filiating the previous studies on photo messaging.

The ritual view of communication regards the act of communi-
cation as being more important than the content of the message it-
self. Thus, the success of communication is not necessarily affect-
ed by redundant content. This point led me to the discussion on the 
banal character of photographs sent as photo messages – the captur-
ing and sharing of fleeting feelings, moods and mundane moments of 
the everyday and commonplace. Visual chitchat or small-talk can be 
a valuable communicative activity, even if it consists of repetitive and 
superfluous photographic messages – visual little nothings. These 
ritual conventions of photo messaging follow largely from the prac-
tices of mobile communication, where often the act of calling or tex-
ting counts at least as much, if not more, than what is said. 

In the Arcada study interviews, it was expressed clearly how photo 
messages are predominantly used in maintaining a connection in a 
ritual manner. The majority of the subjects’ photo messages were 
oriented primarily toward sharing the moment with an intimate 
other. The interviewees presented only a few examples of using 
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photo messages to explicitly transmit visual information.
An encapsulating view on photo messaging can be quoted from 

Kjell, one of the interviewees. For him, a strong motive for taking a 
photograph for a photo message was “to touch people with what you 
are doing now”, to communicate that “I still think about you”, or “I’m 
alive”. In general, “[t]he communication and type of photos which are 
used in mobile communication are di!erent [from standard photog-
raphy]”.

The other main argument in my study has been the salience of me-
diated presence in the practices of photo messaging. The results pro-
vided by the Arcada study, in particular, are quite consistent on this 
matter. Mediated presence is not a clearly articulated theoretical 
model, but rather a conceptual theme describing the use of commu-
nication technology for being in contact with one another over phys-
ical distance; being socially present although being physically ab-
sent. Thus, mediated presence does not refer to a physical, face-to-
face presence, but rather to a feeling of presence, a communicative 
presence. Presence is a key concept in the context of mobile commu-
nication studies in general. 

A photograph also enables mediated presence by conveying the 
presence of the absent, the object or person captured in the photo-
graph. What matters is the indexicality of the photograph as the 
guarantee of the real presence of the other. 

A photo message can, as a photograph, communicate presence 
by providing a visual notion of the existence of the person or place. 
Therefore, in photo messaging, the presence mediated by a tele-
phone is augmented with the possibility o!ered by photographs to 
communicate the presence visually. Importantly, the use of photo-
graphs incorporates the place of communication more firmly into 
mobile communication; the place is not manifested only as back-
ground noise.

The aspect that photo messaging adds to the presence mediated by 
any photograph is the quasi-simultaneous character of the mobile 
connection; the presence is communicated primarily over distance, 
not over time. Photo messages can act as authentication of one’s 
contemporaneous presence and, at the same time, link the commu-
nicators together in an almost synchronous manner.

In the context of mediated presence, it is important to distinguish 
social presence, the mediated being together with someone, and 
physical presence, the feeling of being there, located in another place. 
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In my view, photo messaging embodies both social presence and 
physical presence: a photo message connects to the other and con-
veys her presence in the remote place, and at the same time it can 
communicate the place captured in the photograph, although not in 
a very immersive manner.

The main outcome of the Arcada study is its support for the notion 
of mediated presence. According to the interviewees, they commu-
nicate with photo messages particularly in situations when there is a 
temporary, yet prolonged, physical distance between the sender and 
the receiver. The time during the military service emerged as an ap-
parent example of an active phase of photo messaging. The need for 
intimate and interpersonal visual communication increased at the 
time when Kasper and Mikael were separated from their girlfriends 
for extended periods at a time.

Overall, the significance of photographs in mobile communica-
tion and the mediation of presence is crystallized in the interviewee 
quote from Mikael, presented in chapter seven: “Maybe the photo-
graph helps to put the text in place and time, that now I am here and 
doing this, and this is the place where I am, whereas text messages 
are only, like, they could come from anywhere by which time and the 
mood could be anything.”

However, it is important to note that mediating one’s presence via 
images does not explain all uses of photo messaging among the Ar-
cada interviewees. The Merry Christmas greeting card presented in 
chapter 7.3.2 or the photo messages containing cars and rabbits re-
ferred to in chapter 4.4 are focused on communicating the object or 
the idea rather than the current presence of the sender of the mes-
sage. The use of humour as a motive for photo messaging also sur-
faced in the interviews; “fun” was mentioned in conjunction with 
camera phone photography and photo messaging. Mikael noted that 

“it’s part of the camera phone culture to have funny pictures” (exam-
ples of exchanging humorous and witty images can also be found in 
Mäkelä et al. 2000; Koskinen 2007; Rantavuo 2008; 2009).

The interconnectedness of ritual communication and mediated 
presence in the conventions and practices of photo messaging is ev-
ident. A photo message can provide means for both simultaneously 
maintaining a connection between individuals and communicating 
presence. Togetherness as an attribute of the ritual view of commu-
nication is closely a"liated, in particular, with social presence, the 
feeling of being together. The presence of a person in a certain place 
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can be communicated by using rather mundane and redundant pho-
tographic contents, and thus, also in that sense, mediated presence 
can be well assessed from the perspective of ritual communication.

The emphasis on ritual communication and mediated presence in 
elucidating the practices and conventions of photo messaging does 
not mean that one should overlook other possible explanations. For 
one, it an be argued that the camera phone is an emblem of the vis-
ualization of culture. The phone – a device traditionally used solely
for verbal communication – o!ers now the capability for visual com-
munication, acting as an imaging device. Camera phones, photo 
messaging and moblogs contribute towards a more active visual 
competence (Döring & Gundolf 2005, 219) and turn images into a 
ubiquitous means of communication. On the general level, according 
to the dominant scenario, we are undergoing a “revolutionary” trans-
formation in image culture (Robins 1996, 11). The production of vis-
ual imagery grew enormously during the 20th century; it can even be 
called the breakthrough of visuality, the most visual (or image-rich) 
era in human history (Seppänen 2001a, 19, 38; 2005, 17; see also Kell-
ner 1995; Stephens 1998; Mirzoe! 1999; Kress 2003).

However, it is important to note that, although mobile communi-
cation is more visual than before, it does not necessarily suggest an 
image revolution. For example, according to a study on the views 
of telecommunication experts by Glotz and Bertschi (2005, 273), it 
seems unlikely that photographs will increasingly replace words in 
mobile communication. Thus, it might be feasible to think that im-
ages do not substitute words but rather act alongside them in new 
and innovative ways. 

Another possible explicatory context for photo messaging is mobil-
ity. In general, mobility is a theme that a!ects the society on a much 
larger scale than just in the context of communication. For instance, 
Green (2002, 282) conceptualizes mobility as an individual body’s 
movement in a fundamentally geographical space. Weilenmann 
(2003, 23) makes a distinction between movement and mobility: 
movement is the physical movement of persons or artefacts, where-
as mobility is the social dimensions associated with movement and 
the use of mobile technology to communicate. Mobility can hence 
be roughly divided between transportation and communication.52

52   Useful theorization on mobility and the sociology of mobilities can be found in the
volumes Mobile Communication and Society: A Global Perspective (Castells et al. 2007) 
and Sociology Beyond Societies: Mobilities for the Twenty-first Century (Urry 2000).



154       visual mobile communication

In telephone communication, mobility is nowadays more a premise 
than an added value. Mobile communication is predominantly not 
about communication in mobile situations, but rather about pro-
viding means for personal telecommunication. In fact, when used as 
the only phone, increasingly at home or in the workplace, the mobile 
phone is actually often used in non-mobile situations. The mobile 
phone becomes partly a fixed technology, and in that sense it is more 
accurately or extensively described as personal instead of mobile 
technology (Fortunati 2001, 87, 96). Following this line of thought, 
mobile photography, when used to describe camera phone photogra-
phy, is in a sense an awkward term. Moreover, photography has been 
mobile since the camera was taken out of the studio. 

As a conclusion, I consider ritual communication and mediated 
presence to be more explanatory and accurate concepts in describing 
the communicative practices and conventions of photo messaging 
than the visualization of culture or mobility. The value of ritual com-
munication and mediated presence is also in that they can be e!ec-
tively used to a"liate and assess the di!erent studies on photo mes-
saging under a common framework.

I devoted the last two main chapters of my study – six and seven 
– to discussing ritual communication and mediated presence. The 
preceding chapters – three to five – served in laying out the founda-
tion for my theoretical framework. In these chapters, I discussed 
themes relating to camera phone photography and communication, 
and attested the importance of the interpersonal, intimate, imme-
diate and transient character of mobile communication regarding 
the practices of capturing and communicating photographs with the 
camera phone.

A conclusion made in chapter three (Camera phone photography) 
was that the camera phone is essentially not a true camera-phone, as 
the functions of the camera and the phone are quite rarely used si-
multaneously to perform visual interpersonal communication. The 
camera phone is rather a communication device that is at times used 
as a phone and at times as a camera – in addition to the multitude 
of other uses the device can o!er. The camera in the phone is most-
ly of use as a compact camera that is almost always at hand. In this 
reasoning, I utilized mainly the Arcada interview material. The in-
terviewees did not consider the camera in the camera phone to be an 
indispensable means of communication. Of importance to them was 
rather that the camera is placed in a ubiquitous device, hence under-
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valuing the significance of the incorporation of the camera in a tele-
communication device.

Next, I considered photo messaging as networked photography. 
Camera phones transform, for their part, photography towards a dig-
ital and networked form of visual communication. This observation 
was linked to wider changes in communicative practices that have 
taken place primarily in the web environment. The need, especially 
among younger users, to share moments is exemplified by Twitter 
and other micro-blogging applications that provide a space for peo-
ple to communicate their whereabouts in short messages in a timely 
fashion. The power of now that is so characteristic of photo messag-
ing is firmly linked to the real-time web represented by the continu-
ous flow of tweets, status updates and news alerts.

In chapter three, I also discussed the digital immateriality of most 
contemporary photography and reviewed the relation between photo 
messaging and post-photography. My conclusion was that, as long as 
the discourse of post-photography is mainly linked to the loss of the 
indexical relation to reality – caused primarily by the emergence of 
digital technology – photo messaging at best represents communica-
tive post-photography. The major mode in which the digitalization 
of cameras a!ects photographic communication is how photography 
pervades completely new communication media, such as telephones. 
The increase in the number of camera phones does not lead to a post-
photographic era of digitally created and manufactured pictures, 
but rather the opposite, as there is not much to do with the camera 
phone than just to point, shoot and communicate.

In chapter four (Interpersonal and intimate photographic commu-
nication), I discussed the difference between messaging and pub-
lishing of photographs – between the strictly interpersonal forms of 
photo sharing and the more publicly oriented sharing. Photo mes-
saging is about sending photographs directly to others in a small cir-
cle of close acquaintances. I established how this practice is based on 
intimate communication familiar from the conventions of mobile 
phone communication and especially text messaging. The Arcada 
study, for its part, proved that photo messaging is a mode of commu-
nication that is used almost solely between intimate others.

I also presented the view that photo messages are much like post-
cards; they are photographs sent over distance that establish a con-
nection. Both postcards and photo messages share the same inter-
personal aspect. The idea of a photo message being a mobile and in-
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stant postcard also surfaced in the Arcada interviews.
Another theme in chapter four was personal photography – the 

genre of photography that photo messaging is most closely affiliat-
ed with. I linked camera phone photography and photo messaging in 
particular to snapshot photography. The personal character of cam-
era phone photography reaches its extreme when a person photo-
graphs solely for the individual memory residing in the phone, and 
thus the photographs act only as an extension of one’s personal ex-
perience.

In chapter five (Near-time photographic communication), I dis-
cussed photo messaging in relation to time. The main themes in the 
chapter – immediacy and transience – relate in some sense to all dig-
ital photography. Photographs can be captured, viewed on the screen 
of the camera and then possibly deleted in a matter of seconds. What 
mobile communication adds to this feature of digital photography is 
to include the element of telecommunication, thereby enabling the 
inclusion of distant others to the photographic moment in almost 
real time.

The e!ect of mobile interpersonal communication on photograph-
ic conventions is that the uses of personal photographs can partly 
take a more transient and momentary role. Photographs can become 
easily disposable single-use images, which are of importance only 
during communication in a particular situation. They function as 
communicative objects through which distant people engage with 
each other, helping them to form a connection in the present, as op-
posed to a connection between the past and present. Photo messag-
es gain value as momentos while losing value as mementos (see van 
Dijck 2007, 115).

In consequence, the lasting value of a photo message can be thought 
to be quite trivial. The transient photo message comes and goes, ful-
filling its task in communication, without necessarily establishing a 
place in the photographic collection. It is hard to imagine that, for 
example, a conventional family photograph could similarly become 
outdated or lose its value. Photographs can be removed from fami-
ly albums in times of dispute or divorce, but less frequently because 
the photograph is no longer relevant. In fact, the value of a family 
photograph rather increases as time passes from the moment of pho-
tography. An outdated photograph is, therefore, quite an absurd idea, 
in particular in the context of family photography.

My conclusion in chapter five was that photo messages are not eter-
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nalizing in the same sense as conventional photographs. By contrast, 
photo messages are rather immediate and momentary in their com-
municative function. The time span in photo messaging is strongly 
related to the practices of mobile messaging. This view was support-
ed by the results from the Arcada study, which demonstrated how 
photo messages are most often used in communicating something 
that one is experiencing in the moment.
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8.2   Virtual refrigerator door
For the time being, photo messaging occupies merely a niche in peo-
ple’s communication practices. One has to take into account the pos-
sibility that the whole idea of photo messaging is not very attractive 
to the general public, that there is no strong need at all for immedi-
ate, interpersonal photographic telecommunication o!ered by cam-
era phones, and that people prefer rather to share their photographs 
in co-present situations, or distribute them on the web, to a possibly 
broader audience.

When people adopt new media, it is often assumed that they take 
advantage of all the new possibilities that the media o!er in order to 
achieve previously unprecedented tasks. However, this may be a mis-
taken expectation, as technology is, rather, used initially with refer-
ence to desires that are historically well established, but remain un-
fulfilled because of the limitations of previous technologies. (Horst 
& Miller 2006, 6) For example, Sturken and Cartwright (2001, 117) 
write how photography emerged as a technology because it fit cer-
tain emerging social concepts and needs of the time, such as the rise 
of bureaucratic institutions in the modern state. In addition, Batch-
en (1997) has written in an influential manner about the relation-
ship between the evolution of photographic technology and the “de-
sire to photograph”.

Therefore, it is necessary to ask if there is a genuine communica-
tional need for photo messaging, or is it only a technological possi-
bility? Is there a desire for photo messaging that until now has been 
limited by the non-existence of practical, well-designed applications 
for photographic telecommunication?

In this study, I have presented ritual communication and mediat-
ed presence as such potential needs. Although new, more engross-
ing functions of photo messaging may appear, I strongly believe that 
the raison d’être of photo messaging is in enabling near-time photo-
graphic presence and connection; this is what distinguishes photo 
messaging from the other photographies.

Here I want to draft one specific usage for photo messaging: to 
act as a virtual refrigerator door for photographic communication 
between family members when temporarily separated from each 
other. I assume that the door of a refrigerator is normally not filled 
with family photographs taken decades ago, but rather with rela-
tively fresh postcards and snapshots. These images act as a manifes-
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tation of the family community: an ephemeral and shifting collage, 
which is produced by and within the activities of the present (Slater 
1995, 139). Likewise, photo messages can connect individual family 
members by communicating visually their transient emotions, situa-
tions and moods. The di!erence is, of course, that the photo messag-
es reside in individual phones, and do not have a common exhibition 
space comparable with a refrigerator door, family album or moblog.

The virtual refrigerator door entails, in fact, the capability to be a 
forum for more active photographic communication in the family 
community than a photo album. Slater (1995, 138–139) notes how the 
family album, after all, plays quite a small part in everyday life. It is 
important to know that the family photographs exist in the album, 
yet the album is not part of the daily practices concerning photogra-
phy.

By contrast, photo messaging has the potential to become an eve-
ryday form of photographic communication within the family. Fam-
ily members can share their presence by sending each other photo 
messages that describe their actions and whereabouts, establishing 
a connection through images. Photo messages can create a mobile 
album for a live community, instead of a community consisting of 
living and dead family members that exists only over time.

Perhaps even better than family communities, photo messaging 
can suit the maintenance of full-time intimate communities (see 
chapter 4.1). A close group of friends might not compile a convention-
al photo album documenting the passage of time, or even a moblog, 
but prefer to maintain their community by constantly sharing pho-
tographs interpersonally. The essence of a full-time intimate com-
munity is in the present rather than in the past. There are no ances-
tors in a full-time intimate community; if its members are absent, 
they are absent in space, not absent in time.
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8.3   Future research
Photo messaging serves as a valuable concept in anticipating future 
communicative uses of mobile phones, in a situation when practi-
cally all mobile phones will be equipped with a camera. In addition, 
the concept can be extended from mobile phone communication to 
other mobile and personal means of visual telecommunication as 
well. The camera itself is becoming a telecommunication device, as 
new stand-alone cameras come with built-in Wi-Fi, and older dig-
ital cameras can be equipped with memory cards that enable the 
transmission of photographs directly from the camera. The ques-
tion is, then, will wireless telecommunication – without the imple-
mentation of any traditional medium of telecommunication as such 

– a!ect photography and photographic communication in a di!erent 
manner than the convergence of the camera and the telephone does. 
What is the extent of the influence of the conventions and practices 
of mobile phone communication on photo messaging?

The results of the present study can also be affiliated with other 
novel forms of networked photographic communication, such as 
publishing camera phone photographs on the web. The popularity of 
social networking services shows that people are interested in com-
municating their presence, whereabouts and moods, often in a very 
real-time manner. Importantly, social networking is not just about 
verbal communication, as Facebook, for example, is already a very 
visual web service: over 2.5 billion photographs a month are upload-
ed to Facebook (The Economist 2010). 

In general, the study of the di!erent characteristics of photo mes-
saging can be utilized in developing future applications and services 
for interpersonal visual mobile communication. The results I have 
presented indicate what types of practices and conventions these 
services should take advantage of. Thus, the suggestion is to design 
software and technology for camera phones that would facilitate 
even more immediate, seamless and convenient interpersonal com-
munication of photographs from the phone, instinctively enabling a 
true perpetual visual ritual connection and photographic presence.
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Appendices

1   Questionnaire on media  
consumption and mobile photography 

Name

Age 

Sex   [( – % ]

E-mail address

Field of specialization within Arcada / media dept.

Media consumption

How would you describe yourself as a user of  
new communication technology?

In what year did you use the Internet for the first time?

In what year did you receive your first mobile phone?

What functions of your mobile phone do you use?

expert          skilful          average          weak          not a user          don’t know
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Mobile photography

How often do you take photographs? 

How often do you use a camera phone to take photographs?

How often do you take photographs with a standard camera?

How often do you communicate visually over the Internet (*(, Skype etc.)?

How often do you send photographs to web sites 
(such as *6--Galleria, Flickr)?

Do you have a standard camera (analogue / digital)?

Do you have a mobile phone with a camera?

Have you taken photographs with your camera phone?

Have you sent ((, messages from your camera phone? 

If you have not sent ((, messages, what have been the reasons?

Cost

Technical complexity

Poor image quality 

Friends/family can’t receive ((, messages with their phones

Other reasons

Have you received ((, messages on your phone? 

very often          often          seldom          rarely          never          don’t know

very often          often          seldom          rarely          never          don’t know

very often          often          seldom          rarely          never          don’t know

very often          often          seldom          rarely          never          don’t know

very often          often          seldom          rarely          never          don’t know
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If you have sent or received MMS messages,  
please answer the questions marked with an asterisk (*):

*  How many ((, messages do you send per month?

*  To whom do you normally send ((, messages?

*  How many ((, messages do you receive per month?

*  From whom do you normally receive ((, messages?

*  Which media elements do you normally include in 
 the ((, messages you send (photo, audio, video etc.)?

*  How do you like to share you mobile photographs 
 (from the screen of your mobile phone, by sending them 
 as ((, messages, sending them to the web etc.)?

*  Try to estimate what is the share (in %, options 1. and 2. totalling 100 %) 
  of the photographs that you have taken with your mobile phone that you 
  1.  keep on your mobile phone, move to a computer  
   or a website, send as ((, messages 
   2. delete from the phone without sending  
   or saving them anywhere else

*  Try to estimate what is the share (in %, options 1. and 2. totalling 100 %)  
 of the photographs that you have taken with your mobile phone that you 
  1.  send as ((, messages 
   2. do not send as ((, messages

*  Try to estimate what is the share (in %, options 1. and 2. totalling 100 %)  
 of the photographs that you have sent as !!" messages that you
  1.  keep on your mobile phone or move to a computer or a website 
   2.  delete from the phone without saving them anywhere else

*  Try to estimate what is the share (in %, options 1. and 2. totalling 100 %)  
 of the photographs that you have received as ((, messages that you
  1.  keep on your mobile phone or move to a computer or a website 
   2. delete from the phone without saving them anywhere else
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2   Thematic interview framework 
background
1.  What is your relationship with photography?
2.  Do you take photographs only for personal pleasure,  
 or have your photos been published somewhere?
3.  How often do you take photographs?
4.  Do you use a standard camera or a camera phone?
5.  How often do you send photo messages?
6.  Do you send more photo messages than you receive?
7.  What are the possible reasons for not sending photo messages?
8.  How do you like to share your mobile photographs?
9.  Do you move the photographs from the phone to a computer,  
 the web etc.?

A   time and distance
1.  How far do you send photo messages?  
 In the same town, from trips to other countries?
2.  How soon after taking the photo do you send it?  
 Do you use photo messages to describe what is happening now?
3.  How important is immediacy in photographic communication?
4.  Do you save the photo messages you have sent and received? How?
5.  Do you save your camera phone photographs? How?

B   interpersonal communication
6.  With whom do you communicate with your mobile phone? 
7.  To whom do you send photo messages? Do you see them daily?
8.  From whom do you receive photo messages?
9.  Do you reply to a photo message with another photo message?
10.  Are photo messages and text messages comparable?  
 What kind of text messages would you send as ((, messages?
11.  Do you have a need to share you camera phone photos?  
 The di!erence between publishing on the web and sending ((,?

C   ritual and transmission
12.  What is the reason for taking ordinary photographs? 
13.  What is the reason for sending photo messages?  
 Information or connection?
14.  In what situations do you send photo messages?
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D   photography
15.  Are the photo messages di!erent from the traditional  
 photographs you take? Their contents, their aesthetic value etc. 
16.  What kind of situations or subjects are included in the photo  
 messages? Do you take pictures of “your life”, or more general photos?
17.  Do you send photographs taken by other people  
 or are the photo messages your “own”?
18.  Is there a di!erence between traditional snapshot  
 photography and mobile photography? Are there photographs  
 that you would take only/primarily with the camera phone?
19.  Has the camera phone changed your photography habits or  
 conventions? Is it significant that the camera is in a phone?
20.  How do you choose which photos to send as photo messages?
21.  Do you take photos with the intention on sending them as photo  
 messages, or do you choose the photo messages at a later stage?

E   communication
22.  How do you conceive the convergence of photography  
 and mobile phone communication?
23. How important is it that the camera is in a phone? How does photo   
 messaging compare with other uses of the mobile phone?
24. Which is more important in relation to your communicational habits:  
 the camera or phone in the camera phone?
25. Do you perceive the camera phone as an image sharing and  
 transmission device, a visual communication device?

Do you have photos on your mobile phone? 
Have some of them been sent or received as photo messages?
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image 1. The emergency shot of a 35 Kleinbus.
The photograph is reproduced with Ulla’s permission.

image 2. “Is the grass really greener 
on the other side of the fence?”  
The photograph is reproduced with Ulla’s permission.

image 3. Pike fish in a plastic basin.
The photograph is reproduced with Ulla’s permission.
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image 4. “The same blue chairs 
every Sunday night.” The photograph 
is reproduced with Mikael’s permission.

image 5. “A bored picture of 
myself.” The photograph is  reproduced 
with Mikael’s permission.

image 6. Picture taken with the 
camera phone of the cherry tree in 
bloom. The photograph is reproduced 
with Anja’s permission. 

image 7. Camera phone photog -
raph of Sand Darth Vader.  
The photograph is reproduced with  
Ulla’s permission.
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image 8. “Hi” from skiing trip. 
The photograph is reproduced with Mikael’s permission.

image 9. “This is how it looks like, and it’s 
warm and sunny.” The photograph is reproduced 
with Lotta’s permission.

image 10. “Greetings from hospital.” 
The photograph is reproduced with Ulla’s permission.
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image 11. “Bad Santa.” 
The photograph is reproduced with Kasper’s permission.

image 12. “I miss you and a sad 
face.” The photograph is reproduced with 
Mikael’s permission.

image 13. “The army is not like a 
holiday.” The photograph is reproduced 
with Mikael’s permission.
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image 15. “Funny thing when three 
cars got stuck in the mud at the 
same time.” The photograph is 
reproduced with Mikael’s permission.

image 14. Last night in the army 
camp. The photograph is reproduced 
with Mikael’s permission.
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The transition to visual mobile communication is  
evident in the screens of mobile phones, which have 
transformed from small black-and-white displays  
portraying numbers and letters into big, phone-sized, 
colourful, high-resolution displays. This is in striking 
contrast to the fact that only a few decades ago a tele-
phone did not include a screen of any kind.

In this doctoral thesis, visual mobile communication 
is situated specifically in camera phone photography 
and photo messaging. The main research question  
focuses on how the conventions of mobile phone  
communication are manifested in interpersonal pho-
tographic communication when using camera phones. 
Photo messaging is examined by using a framework 
consisting of two themes: ritual communication and 
mediated presence. In addition to a theoretically  
oriented analysis, the study utilizes results from an  
empirical case study with Finnish camera phone users.


