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Abstract
In this inaugural issue of the timely Mobile Media & Communication journal, questions 
have been posed about the state of play for mobile communication now and in the 
future. Given the growing convergence between mobile, social and locative media, this 
requires a reassessment of mobile media and its relationship with place and intimacy. 
How are these convergent media platforms, contexts and practices shaping, and being 
shaped by, intimate cartographies of place? Drawing on a case study of location-based 
services, games and camera phone practices in South Korea, this paper explores the 
role of gendered visual cultures in the relationship between place and intimacy.
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Introduction: Locating gender

In this inaugural issue of the timely Mobile Media & Communication journal, questions 
have been posed about the state of play for mobile communication now and in the future. 
Given the growing and uneven convergence between mobile, social and locative media, 
this requires a reassessment of mobile media and its relationship with place and intimacy. 
In particular, how are these convergent media platforms, contexts and practices shaping, 
and being shaped by, gendered intimacies of place?

In this short discussion paper I suggest the need to re-examine the role of gender in 
informing relationships between place and intimacy in the emergent cartographies of 
locative media. As mobile phones increasingly become the platform for burgeoning 
social and locative media practices, questions about the changing relationship between 
intimacy and public/private spaces come to the forefront. While mobile media has always 
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been intimately tied to a sense of place (Ito, 2002; Hjorth, 2005), now we are seeing dif-
ferent tapestries involving a variety of modalities of presence (co-presence, tele-pres-
ence, net-locality) that transform notions of place into a dynamic series of ‘placing’ 
(Richardson & Wilken, 2012), entanglement (Ingold, 2008) and emplacement (Pink, 
2011). In these new complex narratives of placing and presence, we see ‘collapsing con-
texts’ (boyd, 2011) and ‘presence bleed’ (Gregg, 2011) across platforms, media and con-
texts that are as socio-cultural as they are gendered.

With the rise of locative media fostered by the growing ubiquity of smartphones, the 
ways in which place, intimacy and location are visualized is changing. In particular, 
some location-based services (LBS) such as Facebook Places and Foursquare are creat-
ing social media game cartographies that overlay the electronic, emotional and social 
onto localities in new ways (de Souza e Silva & Hjorth, 2009). With LBS like Google 
maps and street views becoming a normal part of navigating many urban settings, the 
implications of this overlay of media, information, geography and sociality upon privacy 
and surveillance is yet to play out. Although the area of locative media has attracted 
much critical attention of late (Gordon & de Souza e Silva, 2011; de Souza e Silva & 
Frith, 2012; Farman, 2011), as a convergence of urban, gaming and mobile media stud-
ies, little work has focused upon the ways in which locative media practices are gen-
dered, and gender is informed by the socio-cultural. This is despite the fact that gender 
informs fundamental questions about locative media such as intimacy, privacy and sur-
veillance (Cincotta, Ashford, & Michael, 2011), and that both mobile media (Fortunati, 
2009; Hjorth, 2009; Wajcman, Bittman, & Brown, 2009) and gaming (Kennedy, 2002; 
Pearce, 2010; Hjorth, 2009) have recognized the importance of gender. Despite the 
importance of gender in these two areas, it is at their crossroads that gendered debates are 
missing.

Given this gap in the literature, I will focus upon a location known for its gendered 
mobile media innovation in both production and consumption: Seoul, South Korea (Lee, 
2005; Hjorth, 2007, 2009a). It is also a location that provides important examples of 
mobile media as democracy (Kim, 2003) and, more recently, a growing ambivalence in 
light of governmental and corporate surveillance – highlighted by the arrest of bloggers 
for anti-government sentiment and the yet-to-be resolved Samsung illegal tracking of 
workers scandal (Lee, 2011; Hjorth, 2011a; Wallace, 2012). Drawing on fieldwork con-
ducted in Seoul on LBS, this paper briefly addresses issues around localized gendered 
forms of intimate co-presence and new camera phone visuality. Specifically, I reflect 
upon the ways in which LBS and camera phone practices are taking on new cartogra-
phies that both rehearse and revise traditional Korean notions of place (bang) and inti-
macy (ilchon).

The case study of emplaced visuality: The place of LBS 
and gender in Korea

In Korea, one can find many traditional and contemporary versions of the bang (space/
room): jimjilbang (hot room), PC bang, DVD bang, and noraebang (music room). In 
Florence Chee’s ethnography of PC bang and the politics of online multiplayer games, 
she argues that these spaces are social spaces that are viewed as ‘third spaces’ between 
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home and work (2005). According to Hee-jeong Choi, the bang is an independent space 
for the sharing of ideas that is ‘static in form, yet flexible in functionality’ (2009: 93). In 
other words, the bang does not have a predetermined purpose – instead the occupants 
sharing the space actively determine the use.

Like the bang (social space) so too has the ilchon (intimacy) been repurposed by new 
media. In the once dominant social networking site, Cyworld minihompy, friends are 
called ilchon, a concept traditionally used to denote one degree of distance from family 
members in a Korean kinship (i.e. one’s mother is one chon) (Hjorth & Kim, 2005; 
Hjorth, 2011a). Gendered and generational differences play out across the variety of 
social, locative and mobile media practices (Lee, 2005; Hjorth, 2007). As a type of 
emplacement, the relationship between bangs and ilchon clearly foregrounds the motiva-
tions of use for locative media and camera phone sharing in Korea.

Far from a phoneur dystopia whereby users become nodes in the commercial infor-
mation circuits (Luke, 2006), many LBS users spoke about the play outside the offi-
cial game – that is, the unofficial forms of play through overlaying the ilchon and 
bang in novel and gendered ways. Here, we need to problematize a ‘network’ meta-
phor of technology as it underestimates the important role the node plays in place-
making narratives. Whereas first generation camera phone sharing was defined by the 
network (Ito & Okabe, 2006; Burgess, 2007; Villi, 2010), second generation, charac-
terized by LBS like geotagging, becomes focused on the emplacement through move-
ment (Pink, 2011). For some, the gesture of creating and sharing visual cultures 
through LBS is about a type of ‘girl culture’. Female users of LBS were more likely 
to share a picture and comment – that is, participate in a type of placing and ‘emplac-
ing’ of presence – than male users. So too, younger users felt more compulsion to add 
and share than older users. Female respondents spoke of taking and sharing camera 
phone pictures as enhancing the geosocial co-present experience. Through locative 
media camera phone practices traditional notions of place (bang) and intimacy 
(ilchon) were entangled with new narratives of place. As female respondent, Hyunjin, 
aged 28, stated:

Here (LBS) place is clearly a shared experience, reflecting the Korean bang. I use LBS to share 
my feeling or beautiful photos with others whenever I visit new places. These pictures are about 
a feeling, a smell, a touch. Or sometimes I use LBS when I’m curious who is in the same place 
with me…. I think using LBS changes the way I record a place rather than the way I experience 
a place. Getting points or stickers makes me to think about the places more meaningfully.

What is especially pertinent in Hyunjin’s comments was the fact that she believed LBS 
‘changes the way I record a place rather than the way I experience a place’. This is a 
curious point for differentiation. Does not the recording of the place then affect the way 
in which it is relived and re-experienced as part of mnemonic narrations? In this way, 
recording brings together the social and spatial, or in the case of Korea, the bang and the 
ilchon. Here we see Ingrid Richardson and Rowan Wilken’s post-phenomenological 
argument for understanding place as a series of ‘placings’ overlaid with entangled forms 
of co-presence (2012). We also see how camera phone practices are contributing to a 
changing relationship between performativity, memory and place. Rather than operating 
to memorialize place, camera phone practices, especially through LBS networks, are 
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creating performances around the movement of co-presence, place and placing that are 
gendered.

Conclusion: Locating the gender

Although second generation LBS games like Foursquare are in its infancy, it is an area 
of growing diversity and complexity within mobile media and communication. In par-
ticular, LBS are changing how we visualize intimate cartographies though shifting 
camera phone practices. Whereas the first generation of camera phone practices noted 
gendered differences (Lee, 2005; Hjorth, 2007), through LBS, these gendered prac-
tices visualities take on new dimensions – particularly in terms of their potential 
‘stalker’ elements (Gazzard, 2011). While notions of privacy differ dramatically in a 
Korean rather than Anglophonic context (Lee, 2011), women are often the victims of 
LBS’s potential for stalking (Cincotta, Ashford, & Michael, 2011). In these LBS cam-
era phone practices we are seeing new forms of gendered ‘mobile intimacy’: that is, 
the ways in which the various forms of mobility (across technological, geographic, 
psychological, physical and temporal differences) and intimacy (that is, social and 
cultural as well as interpersonal notions) infuse public and private, online and offline 
spaces across a variety of presences. This has allowed for multiple maps of space in 
which the geographic and physical space is overlaid with an electronic position and 
relational presence, which is emotional and social. This overlaying of the material-
geographic and electronic-social is what can be called mobile intimacy. Mobile inti-
macy is socio-cultural and gendered (Hjorth, 2011b).

In this light, the increased proliferation of camera phone images encouraged by the 
way in which LBS links place and intimacy gave way to two directions. On the one hand, 
surveyed respondents often didn’t take pictures of themselves, mindful of how these 
geospatial visualities could be taken out of context by strangers. On the other hand, these 
images were ‘emplaced’ (Pink, 2011) through LBS and narratives of placing and pres-
ence that emphasize the movement of, and in, the node rather than the network. In this 
paper I have used the Korean context to call upon the need for socio-cultural feminist 
readings of LBS and camera phone practices as they move into geospatial forms of 
mobile intimacy.
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