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The Social Photo – and liquid modernity 

Photography 

1. Photography arrived as a new technology – allowing people to document the world in new ways to 

share bits of lived experience 

2. It changed the possibilities of time and space, privacy and visibility, truth and falsity. 

3. The camera changed how we saw the world 

Social media 

1. We have social media that changes how we see, what we can see, what both social visibility and 

invisibility mean  

Hipstamatic 

1. In 2010, Hipstamatic became the App of the Year by Apple and Instagram  

2. It triggered the popularity of old fashioned seeming photos, producing square, fake-aged images  

3. The faux vintage filters that are available offer tools for nostalgia fabrication  

Social photography  

1. The apps dominated for a short time but coincided with social photography - where millions of 

people were suddenly taking, sharing, viewing each other’s photos 

2. The social camera is digitally networked 

Digital photos 

1. The simulated physical and vintage photo is a bridge to both an imagined past and a digital future 

2. Slowly becoming unnecessary as the digital version grows more commonplace 

Authenticity 

1. The popularity of the fake vintage photos reflected a collective grasping at the authenticity in our 

fabricated world 

2. The filtered image conveys a sense of realness 

3. As Baudrillard simulations suggests, photos in their fake vintage form are more vintage than 

vintage -  but also evoke the nostalgia without an actual referent in the past 

Instability  

1. The photography is a technology of instability  

2. It stages a play of the real and simulated, the apparent and the contrived, the creative and 

mechanical 

3. Photography itself is always in flux, from plates to film, paper to pixels, to people carrying more 

cameras 

Photographs 
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1. To say someone has photographed something sounds weightier than what most of us in their 

everyday practice of making and sharing images 

2. Do you consider yourself to be a photographer? 

Selfie 

1. The selfie – the instantly posted snapshot, the burger sent to a friend 

2. These images are important to photography but are different from art 

Social photo 

1. The term social photo can be limiting because all photos are in a sense social media 

2. Those photos though that are made by networked, digital sharing, - what makes a photo a social 

photo is the degree to which its existence as a stand-alone media object is less than its existence 

as a unit of communication,  

Presuppositions 

1. There has been a duality in analysing photos – of the professional versus amateur 

2. But the social photo is important in media and culture as part of self-expression, memory and 

sociality as a way of seeing – speaking and learning 

Photography 

1. The rise of social photography is about how we speak, see and think  

Tourists 

1. People become constant tourists, looking for potential photographs in their daily lives 

2. Images today are more like visual language that it is more like writing 

Changes 

1. Photography has moved from being a collection of memories to an interface for visual 

communication.  

2. A global flow of image-speak – allows for new possibilities in visual communication  

3. The graphy – in photography – is drawing but not with ink, but with light 

Being seen  

1. The barriers to an image being seen have been lowered 

2. Photos are no longer shared as objects but as experiences 

3. Focusing on the circulation of images as communication 

4. The photo of a meal on its own might mean little, but as part of the stream it communicates who 

you are, what you are experiencing 

The photo object 

1. The photo as object – has become less important (less a beautiful photo for its own sake) and 

more the means (signifying contributions to streams of images) 
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2. Whether an image is self-destructing – like Snap Chat – or ephemeral  – social photography 

downplays the thingness of the image 

Information and experience 

1. Storytelling is about articulating experience 

2. Written text tends towards information rather than storytelling 

3. With the rise of science and bureaucracy there has been a triumph of information  

4. Modernity was removing narrative aspects of communication  

Experience 

1. Visual communication includes the sharing of experiences and as a result  

2. Social photography succeed at storytelling 

3. They still have informational qualities but these are a means to the end of expression  

Speaking with photos 

1. The measure of truth and reality should not be counted solely by how the pixels relate to the 

photons in the world 

2. The truth of capturing the essence of yourself and others – the mood, the quality of experience 

may depend on expressiveness more than accuracy 

3. Playing with the reality of our everyday world is part of expression and communication  

4. The social photo is able to tell new truths 

Selfies and portraits 

1. So a selfie is  Less an accurate picture of me in this time and place but instead a visual depiction 

idea of me 

2. Social photography, emoji’s, comics and memes are part of an expanding visual discourse built on 

seeing, recording and speaking with the world though its visual signs 

Phones 

1. The phone is more than a phone, but it is also not a mere camera.  

2. This suggests a shift in what a camera is understood to be – by transforming it from hardware to 

something more like software 

3. The social camera is not something just looked through but looked with 

4. Cameras are never purely neutral windows to the world – they are collaborators that encourage 

new ways of seeing, new performances of vision 

Zygmunt Bauman 

1. He argues that nearly everything becomes less solid and heavy and instead lighter, more fluid, 

porous, agile and difficult to grasp 

2. In the past, he argues the social world was solid, and meant to last 
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3. Today it is more liquid and impermanent 

4. He cites things as multiple careers, consumer society – that need things to be quickly thrown away 

for the next thing 

Bauman 

1. Liquid modernity – characteristics about the individual, feelings of uncertainty 

2. It is a chaotic continuation of modernity – where a person can shift from one social position to 

another in a fluid manner 

3. Nomadism becomes a general trait of the liquid modern person 

4. Flowing through life like a tourist, changing places, jobs, spouses, values, sexual orientation, 

political orientation,  

Photography  

1. Cameras and photos have become increasingly liquid  

2. The image that once existed as a solid, paper object is now digital information, moving across 

space with little effort -fluid photography  

3. The liquidity also refers to the pace of movement – spread, sharing, reshoring with friends, 

families, anyone, the leaking of photos 

Social communication  

1. The general function of the social photo is about social communication  

2. It is circulated - Circulation is the content and experience is what is offered and shared 

Documentary  

1. The documentary vision that social photography provides pulls individuals out of the moment to 

frame that moment – and themselves as an object for the future as already something belonging 

to the past 

2. It was a taxonomical gaze – which has expanded with social photography  

Bazin 

1. Documentation takes on the form of what Bazin called the mummy complex, where reality is 

frozen in time and not allowed to decompose, reflecting the need to have the last word in the 

argument with death by means of the form that endures 

Documenting 

1. Nostalgia looks toward what once was, not toward what could be 

2. It promotes calm over change and solid stillness over fluid movement 

Jameson 

1. Nostalgia for the present 
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2. Jameson notes – nostalgia for the present allows us to draw back from our immersion in the here 

and now and grasp it as a kind of thing 

3. This is part of the appeal of social photography – documentation of personal experience is reified 

and made shareable 

4. What you do and who you are is given an audience, made part of social participation in new ways 

Potential images 

1. We come to see almost anything we do as a potential image 

2. Imploding the present into the past and making us nostalgia for the here and now 

3. Social photography, as well as social media more generally – encourages users to take the present 

as a potential document to be seen by others 

4. Life itself becomes shaped by the logic of documentation  

Moments 

1. Whether or not one is literally recording a moment – the effect of the social photo conditions how 

one experiences the world  

 

Liquid modernity 

1. Consumer capitalism is about choice over stability  

2. We are inundated with options without any enduring frames of reference to make our choices 

lastingly meaningful  

3. Change is occurring more and more rapidly in the modern world  

4. Modern life is fragile, temporary and inclined to constantly change 

5. To be modern means to modernise – forever becoming , avoiding completion  

6. Modernity changes its forms – Bauman calls post-modernity – liquid modernity – 

7. Change is the only permanence and uncertainty is the only certainty.  

Liquid modern 

1. Our liquid modern world is unable to stand still and keep its shape for long  

2. Everything seems to change – the fashions we follow, the events that catch our attention, An 

increasing polarisation between the elite and the rest, ever-expanding inequalities, a separation 

between power and politics are all part of this 

Change  

1. Flexibility has replaced solidity as the ideal condition to be pursued of things and affairs.  

2. Social phenomena are plastic – and converge in this liquid society 

Liquid modernity  
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1. So there has been a serious cultural shift in the way we see each other, our significant others, our 

institutions and loyalties.  

2. Humans do not directly go into landfill but our lives do. Others are sorting out our trash. 

New technology  

1. Apparently half our waking lives is spent engaged with new technology and also multi-tasking – 

as consumers of new communications technology we live a hurried life 

2. Living in fleeting, episodic moments  

Dialectics of loneliness and connectivity  

1. Social relationships are vital to health and wellbeing and are coming under threat by the ways of 

liquid modern life isolates people, leading to a greater sense of loneliness. 

2. There is an ever growing pressure to be productive and busy – which neglects social relationships  

3. Being seen to be busy – and communicating online 

Liquid world 

1. For those growing up in liquid world of free-flowing virtual connectivity -Face to face 

communication is seen as solid – full of shortcomings 

2. It is possible to nano-manage the self – with carefully posed for or airbrushed images 

Interactivity and interpassivity 

1. Inconspicuous consumption – updates Veblen for the liquid modern world 

2. social media appears to have blurred the boundaries between work and leisure 

3. Interactivity is leading to interpassivity – interactivity and passivity 

Deep thinking 

1. The internet assumes our minds should operate as high speed data processing machines 

2. Our capability for deep thinking is limited 

3. There is growing interpassivity in our liquid modern societies, accumulating more knowledge by 

scanning headlines or articles, but actually reading less 

 

 


