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ABSTRACT  
This paper proposes that mobile imaging with a camera phone is 
informed by an autobiographical impulse and, thereby, belongs to 
a long tradition of first-person forms of documentation.  However, 
it argues that the character and function of this emerging mode of 
self-record have undergone a shift.  No longer governed by a 
narrative logic, mobile imaging is invested in the accumulation 
and recombination associated with a database logic.  One of the 
consequences of this shift is that mobile imaging implicates its 
practitioners in regulatory circuits of tracking. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
As the (Western) penchant for diaries, scrapbooks and photo 
albums attests, we constantly engage in processes of personal 
narrative.  For Smith and Watson [8], this tendency—or voluntary 
need—to account for the self is synonymous with an 
autobiographical impulse, which is bound up in the disciplinary 
practices of confession and writing as described by Foucault.1  
Essentially, potentially every act we perform offers up a narrative 
of self, whether that act be a gesture, a purchase or a reporting of 
some sort.  And while there are some who argue that 
autobiography is a mode of self-expression belonging to written 
form, Renov [6] counters that (nonfiction) film and video as well 
as electronic media forms (e.g., the personal webpage) have been 
and continue to be the sites of autobiographical practice.  Not 
surprisingly, then, the introduction of handheld mobile imaging 
devices, specifically camera phones, requires a reconsideration of 
the autobiographical impulse and its role in society.   

 

I contend that mobile imaging practices function as an extension 
but also (substantial) revision of the impetus to speak the self.  
What becomes apparent is that autobiography as practiced via 
mobile imaging is less self-reflexive (in most cases) but in many 
ways more rigorous than its filmic, videographic and 
electronic/digital predecessors.  In fact, I argue here that the 
seeming compulsion for continuous imaging, a result of the device 
(potentially) always being in hand, is less a matter of a particular 

                                                                 
1 In brief, Foucault [2] argues that confession is about producing 

visibility.  It is this “desire” to make one’s self visible, i.e., 
recognizable, that drives the autobiographical impulse.   

story of the self to be told or presented and more a matter of the 
very act or process of telling. 

2. CAMERA PHONES AND SELF-
DOCUMENTATION 
Given that camera phones (and like devices) are (potentially) 
always in hand, self-documentation coincides with or is 
articulated through what Ito [3] describes as “a new kind of 
personal awareness”; in other words, a persistent and continuous 
awareness which corresponds to the tendency toward continuous 
imaging.  People who engage in mobile imaging are mobilized 
and propelled by further (and compulsory) imaging, out of which 
proliferate various but particular images.  The images—often in 
extreme close-up and canted framing, sometimes blurred or 
lacking in resolution, are suggestive of an immediacy of 
experience; they are traces of moments of encounter with one’s 
surroundings (Figure 1).  The haphazardness of what is imaged, 

   

   
Figure 1: Mobile imaging produces images whose framing and 
content are indicative of immediacy and/or mobility.  
(Individual images posted to textamerica.com.) 

e.g., partial or bleeding views of ordinary things, are evidence of 
imaging that happens on-the-go.  Such images are not 
“expressive” in a manner indicative of images that presume a 
“self-authoring” subject who takes pictures as a means of 
“capturing” (evidence of) his/her individuality.  In fact, it is 
possible to claim that camera phone images, or mobile images as I 
will be referring to them henceforth, do not necessarily intend to 
provide narrative coherence for the mobile imaging subject 
(Figure 2).  



    

    
Figure 2: Whereas family or tourist photographs are 
frequently arranged episodically in photo albums, mobile 
images are posted to, e.g., moblogs in (non-narrative) streams.  
(Image sequence appears at swayframe.buzznet.com.) 

Instead, the act of self-evidencing attributable to mobile imaging 
produces images which comprise an ever-expanding visual 
statistical archive.  Ongoing imaging implicates its practitioners 
in the continuous process of imaging and subsequently a more 
comprehensive participation in the circulation of images.  In 
which case, emphasis is no longer placed on the images 
themselves—how they are framed and what they depict.  Imaging 
itself is what matters, in this case.  That people are (potentially) 
always recording and transmitting images requires a shift in focus 
with respect to the inordinate number of images produced.  My 
contention is that the resulting images perform a sort of tracking 
function.  Insofar as their status is governed by an imperative to 
accumulate and disperse in streams, images recorded during 
mobile imaging are better approached across series, instead of 
individually.  They are better viewed according to the various 
patterns of movement and transaction they document (e.g., the 
recurrence of extreme close-ups or the prevalence of nature 
imagery), not the distinct episodes in a personal story they frame. 

3. AWAY FROM THE NARRATIVE 
LOGIC OF CONVENTIONAL 
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL PRACTICE 
The streams of images that accrue and circulate as a result of 
mobile imaging reveal intensities and trajectories of attention and 
interest.  The images, themselves, are manifestations of various 
moments of attraction and engagement, their having been 
recorded at the instant of encounter.  It is relevant to reiterate that 
such images do not have a particularly narrative function.  While 
vestiges of narrative convention motivating other modes of 
autobiography surface in individual camera phone images (and 
perhaps across series of such images),2 I maintain that mobile 
imaging as autobiographical practice proceeds according to a 
logic of catalog or database, which has been addressed by media 
theorists, Manovich [5] and Kinder [4], and subsequently 
Anderson [1].  Such a logic privileges techniques of selection and 
(re)combination, which do not operate according to cause-effect 
relations.  Instead, issues of incessant accumulation of data, or 
images, and the arbitrariness and versatility of their relations 

                                                                 
2 Narrative residue surfaces in camera phone images, in part, 

because of people’s disciplined relation to imaging: we have 
been trained to see the conventions of photographic 
representation as natural and so are (pre)disposed to 
performing/producing the same. 

become central, e.g., as the turn to tagging thumbnails illustrates 
(Figure 3).  Interpreting mobile image accumulation in terms of  

   

   

   

  

Figure 3: Tags allow for accessing images across categories 
regardless of causal relation.  (Images tagged “shoes” by 
various members at flickr.com may also be cross-listed under 
one or more of the following tags: “balcony,” 
“berlin/vegastrip,” “color,” “feet,” “graffiti,” “h ighway50,” 
“JohannesVermeerExhibit,” “kansas,” “NationalGaller yOf 
Art,” “nyc,” “Paula’s birthday,” “road trip,” “sand als,” 
“shoetree,” “streetart,” “Tokyo,” “urban”) 

database or catalog underscores the fact that such images, less 
invested in conventional formal considerations (especially mise en 
scene and framing), have, in fact, become informational, 
statistical.  In which case, series, sequences, patterns and details 
take precedence over various narrative elements; chronology 
governs the organization of series of images, not the character arc 
of an individual or the development of an individual’s life through 
his/her accomplishments.3 

4. TOWARD AUTOBIOMETRY AND THE 
TRACKING OF MOBILITIES 
In light of this shift in the logic informing imaging practices, I 
propose that mobile imaging be understood in terms of 
“autobiometry.” As its morphemes (auto: self; bios: life; -metry: 

                                                                 
3 Additionally, it seems to me that the shear volume of images 

appearing in e-files and posted to moblogs exceeds the 
conditions of possibility for narrative coherence.   



measure) imply, “autobiometry” designates a mode of self-record 
or catalogue; or more specifically, an account(ing) of one’s life.  
(It is interesting to note that mobile imaging is aligned with the 
newly emerging trend called “life caching,” a term alluding to 
accumulation and comprehensiveness.)  Certainly, as a form of 
self-documentation, it speaks (even if tangentially) to more 
conventional autobiographical practices.  But given its emphasis 
on quantification and its registering of sequences—i.e., metrical 
propensities, it also has a genealogical relation to 
anthropometrics—and more specifically, anthropometric 
photography.  A closer look at this latter affiliation is suggestive 
of important implications regarding mobile imaging. 

 

Sekula [7] has addressed anthropmetric photography.  According 
to Sekula, the “instrumental potential” of the photograph was 
acknowledged early on (6).  Its instrumentality derived from “the 
imperatives of the medical and anatomical illustration” which 
sought to identify and classify pathology and deviance (7).  
Interestingly, the appearance of the “instrumental potential” of 
photography coincided with the “birth of the prison” (fn. 13, page 
9).  Given this historical coincidence, Sekula argues that it is 
logical to take photography into account when considering 
processes of social regulation.  In its policing capacity, the 
photograph is an optical-statistical instrument, which isolates, 
individuates and makes visible the criminal body; that is, facial 
features, specifically their measure, become the very 
demonstration of criminality.  (Tagg [9], too, notes the correlation 
between photography and policing practices.)  In this way, the 
criminal photograph functions as an extension of the jail cell; it 
operates according to the same panoptic principle that aims to 
regulate and contain (so-called) deviant bodies.  

 

Perhaps in an analogous way, the proliferation and circulation of 
mobile images serve to control or regulate mobile bodies—
although not according to the metrical function of their normative 
(and repressive) framing of content.  If what matters in mobile 
imaging is that sequences and patterns are available for tracking, 
and if bodily mobility, likewise, can be (and is) traced, then 
mobile imaging provides the opportunity for prediction—not 
diagnosis.  That is, the monitoring of routines, etc. is the 
condition of possibility for ascertaining persisting and future 
trends and trajectories in mobilities of various images, bodies and 
data, such that the (social) system is sufficiently maintained.  
Continuous tracking of mobilities across various registers of 
traffic, and provisioning for increased traffic, ultimately ensures 
the viability and momentum of continued mobility.  We already 

see this happening in relation to mobile imaging.  Not only are 
cellular phone companies widely marketing their MMS services 
(e.g., through campaigns advocating unlimited “sharing” of text- 
and picture-messages), but also new and more comprehensive 
mobile imaging applications are being engineered (e.g., Nokia’s 
Lifeblog and Microsoft’s SenseCam)—so that nothing is left un-
recorded and, therefore, immobile.  What remains to be seen are 
the ways in which these emerging practices of (potentially) 
continuous self-record will revise notions of self (as well as 
body). 
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